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Chapter One




My phone pinged. Monica. 

How’s the event going???

I shoved my phone in my pocket. This event—a charity auction to raise money for St. Anthony’s High School—was one of our biggest yet. Not only in scale but also in terms of potential repeat business. The woman in charge, Carrie, was well-connected and served on several boards throughout Omaha, all of which hosted fundraisers. We needed this.

The thought of how much this night meant made my hands sweat and stomach clench. And the little “check-in” text from Monica wasn’t helping. 

She had her own event to handle tonight, or I was sure she would’ve been here. Thankfully, I had help. 

“Where do you want the last auction item?” my husband, Dan, asked. 

He and Tricia, our assistant, each held the edge of a large painting. 

“In the middle.”

Tricia stumbled, and it took all my self-control not to yell out to be careful. 

Once placed, everything looked perfect. Nearly. 

Dan came up to me and rubbed the back of my neck. “Try to relax, Anita. Take a deep breath and enjoy what you’ve created.”

“Oh! I almost forgot. Tricia? Can you please take some photos of the space before people arrive? Monica will want them for Instagram.”

“Sure thing.” Tricia gave a small smile as she started photographing the centerpieces. 

Dan rubbed my neck and shoulders, but I shrugged him off. “That’s making me more nervous.”

He gave a throaty chuckle. “Hey, I almost forgot … how are you paying me this evening? What currency?” His brown eyes glinted with mischief.

“Maybe pizza? Plus, something extra.”

“How about Chinese with extra fortune cookies?” He raised his eyebrows suggestively.

“Sure.” I couldn’t help but laugh as he walked away. 

I slipped my phone out of my pocket and took a picture that captured the whole room. Then I sent it to Monica. 

Don’t worry. It’s fabulous. 

I added a sparkle emoji for emphasis.

Now, I just had to hope that it really was. 

As I rejoined Tricia and Dan up front, I wasn’t so sure. 

“I can’t bid on anything without the app?” an older woman asked. 

“Yes, everyone who wants to bid has to use the app,” Tricia explained. I could tell from her tone of voice that she’d already gone through this at least once. 

“I have too many apps on my phone. There must be another way.”

I flinched. 

“Anita can probably explain it better than I can.” Tricia clearly wanted to pass off this problem to a more authoritative person. In this case, me. Now I was wishing Monica was here. 

I plastered a smile on my face and stepped forward. “It’s actually quite easy to use,” I started, but then I felt Dan’s hand on the small of my back. 

“If I may, I’d be happy to help you download it and delete it once the auction is over.”

The woman smiled, and a dimple that had previously been hidden under her wrinkles appeared. 

“Would you, really? Thank you.”

I mouthed a quick thanks to Dan as he stepped aside with the woman. 

Other guests entered, and my nerves finally calmed as I got into a rhythm of answering questions and helping guests find their tables. As the room began to fill, Carrie practically glided to the microphone up front and welcomed the guests to the auction. She looked impeccable in a long black gown and diamond necklace. She was so poised, so elegant. I wished I could speak as easily. 

The dinner and auction went by swiftly. Soon, the noise of talking and dining faded into a soft, unobtrusive music that filled the room. As the evening began to wind down, someone tapped my shoulder, and I turned to see Carrie.

“Anita, I just wanted to thank you for a perfect evening.” 

“I’m so glad you’re happy with how it went.”

“You did a spectacular job. I’d like to come by tomorrow and discuss a benefit I’m in charge of this spring.”

I had to hold my muscles still; my legs wanted to jump like a kid who’d just been surprised by a long-wanted puppy.

“That sounds wonderful; I’d love to hear more about it. My morning is fairly open.” 

“Perfect. I’ll have one of my assistants call and set something up.”

As Carrie went back to say goodbye to her guests, Dan came over and gave my hand a squeeze. 

“Best event yet, babe,” Dan whispered as we gathered our things. 

“It was!” I squealed as Dan opened the door to the parking garage stairwell.

He popped the trunk, and I maneuvered one of my large, plastic emergency bins, filled with worst-case-scenario event supplies, inside. Dan slid his things in next to mine when an abrupt whining made me freeze. Dan craned his neck to look around the garage, then gave me a shrug. 

At first, I thought one of the bins had scraped the car, but then the whining went up in pitch. A staticky sound mixed with it, like someone was trying to find a radio station. I clapped my hands over my ears and was about to close the trunk when I saw a hint of sparkle to my right, something out of place in a parking garage. 

I paused and took a step towards it. Despite the incessant feedback that overwhelmed the space, I could just make out the sound of crying. I took a few more steps, going past two other cars, then I saw a woman.

She was crouched on the ground with her back against a driver’s side door, her purple dress and sparkling heels on the oil-stained concrete. Mascara ran down her face and she had her hands clasped over her ears. She didn’t notice me—she had drawn her knees up to her chest and rested her forehead there. 

Someone else stood on the passenger side of the car, looking over the top of it and shouting at her. At least, that’s what it looked like, but I couldn’t hear a word he said. He was definitely harassing her. He stood eerily still, and when his mouth moved, it seemed fast or somehow disjointed, like a bad dubbing on mute. 

“Dan!” I turned around to get his attention. “This lady needs help, Dan, come on!” 

At that, Dan jumped into action, racing to my side and then getting ahead of me as we walked between the cars and approached the woman. He walked past her, so she was just between us. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I knelt and placed a hand on her arm. I wished I had a tissue to offer her. 

When she looked at me, it was like she’d never seen a person before. Her wide eyes kept scanning my face, and her jaw was slack. It took her several minutes to come back to herself. She gulped, her throat bobbing up and down. 

“Ma’am? Where did he go? The man who was yelling at you?”

She didn’t answer right away. I felt Dan’s eyes boring into me, and when I looked up, he motioned for me to stand. He led me to the rear of the car and whispered, “There’s no one else here. Seriously. I don’t see a soul.”

“What?” I turned in a circle, hoping to catch a glimpse of movement. 

Dan shrugged and took a few steps down the line, looking between the cars or under them as he went.

“You saw him too?” the woman asked from the ground. 

I turned back to face her. “Well, yes, of course. He was just on the other side of the car, and it looked like he was yelling at you, but I couldn’t hear anything over that noise.”

“Noise?” Her voice squeaked a little, and her eyebrows rose. 

“Yeah, that shrieking, staticky sound.” Could she have been so upset that she’d managed to tune it out?

“The person you saw,” she whispered. “What did he look like?”

It seemed like such an odd question, so I froze for a moment. “Well, he had on a dark shirt. He was Black, maybe a little taller than my husband, but he had grey hair.”

The woman’s mouth went slack, and she stumbled against the car as she tried to stand up. 

“No,” she said, little more than a breath. “No.”

“Ma’am?” 

With some effort, she straightened herself up. Her purple dress was dark where she’d sat on the ground. 

Her eyes darted to the passenger side, then to me, the exit, then the car. 

“I have to go.”

She opened the door and slid inside. Her dress caught in the door, and her hands shook as she took the wheel.  

“Wait, are you okay? Is there someone I can call for you?”

She didn’t respond except for a slight raise of her hand after she’d backed out of the spot. I watched her drive away, grateful to see her make it to the exit in a straight line. From the way she was dressed, I thought she must have been one of the guests from the auction, although I couldn’t place her. 

“What was all that about?” Dan asked. 

I looked back at him. He wasn’t staring at the woman’s car but at me. 

“What do you mean?”

“Why did you call me over here like that? You said she needed help.”

“Well, she did.” I peered around him as if the man I’d seen were just out of my view, still here and waiting to be found. 

“I can see all the way to that door over there.” Dan pointed to his left. “Now that the whine has stopped, it’s quiet.” He had a point—his voice echoed. “We’ve both got a clear line of sight to the exit. There’s no one here.”

He wasn’t angry, but he seemed upset that I didn’t agree with him.

I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “There was! Even the lady saw him. She wanted me to describe him.”

Dan stared. “That’s … odd. Wouldn’t she know who she was with if there was really someone here?”

“What do you mean ‘really’?”

Dan let out a loud sigh. “I just mean … I don’t know, Anita. She could have been upset about anything. Then someone she doesn’t know comes up and asks her about a man—wouldn’t that be upsetting? No wonder she wanted him described. She didn’t know he was there. I mean, he wasn’t there.”

“He was. I saw him.”

“Look, Anita, I don’t know. Let’s just go home.”

He walked back to the car and got in, leaving me fuming. 

I hated being questioned like that. Didn’t Dan trust me to know what I saw? Worse, it hurt to know that he didn’t believe me. In my emergency bin I had Kleenex, and I thought I might need them.


      [image: image-placeholder]I surprised myself by getting to work early the next morning. Usually, I was exhausted after such a big event and blocked off part of the morning so I could sleep in a little. But I hadn’t slept well, and at 6:30, I forced myself out of bed.  

When I got to work, Monica was practically giddy with excitement. 

“I had Tricia call over this morning, and Carrie’s coming at 10:00! Dan told me everything went absolutely perfectly.”

“Wait, when did you talk to Dan?”

Monica rolled her eyes and tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “Well, you weren’t responding, and I had to get the news somehow.”

I laughed. “That’s fair. But you know how I feel about using phones at an event. And, yes, it did. I literally could not have planned it better.”

Tricia rapped on the door of Monica’s office. “She’s here,” she whispered. 

Carrie sat with her hands clasped loosely on the table in front of her and gave a wide smile as we walked in. 

“It’s good to see you this morning, Carrie,” Monica said. “It sounds like—from what I heard—it was a successful event?” She said this last part as a question, with an eager smile on her face since she already knew the answer. 

“We were thrilled!” Carrie’s voice was loud and clear as if she was addressing the crowd from last night instead of just the two of us. “Honestly, it was one of our most successful auctions in years. And, as I mentioned to Anita yesterday, I have something coming up in the spring, and I’m hoping to work with you again.”

I could barely keep my smile at an acceptable, professional level. We spent several minutes discussing Carrie’s next event. We’d gotten as far as color schemes when the energy in the room shifted. 

I was taking notes, my head bowed, when a slight tingle went through the room as if it had just gotten a small shock of static electricity. 

I was sure Carrie and Monica had felt it, too, because they stopped talking. When I looked up, an older woman stood just behind Carrie, her white hair pouring out from her head like a misshapen halo. She leaned over Carrie, most of her face obscured in shadow.

“Excuse me, ma’am? Can we help you?” I asked, not knowing what else to say. At this point, I was mulling over how she’d gotten in without anyone noticing and wondering why we hadn’t heard her in the hallway.

The older woman opened her mouth, and noise filled the room. No words, even though it was clear she was talking. All I heard was a static, white noise—more dissonant than what you’d get from a sound machine. It wasn’t quite the same as the noise from the parking garage, but looking at this woman sent me back there in my mind. 

Monica and I exchanged a look. Carrie’s eyes grew large. 

“What … what is that?” I asked no one in particular. 

Carrie turned around and saw the woman for the first time. 

She let out a shrill scream, and her face went pale white. Her head fell back, and she slumped against the chair.

“Shit, shit, shit!” I whisper-yelled. 

“What do we do?” Monica grabbed my hand. The being bent over Carrie, its movements like flipbook-style animation. I pushed my chair back from the table and stumbled over it.  

“Fuck this, let’s go.” I grabbed Monica’s hand and hauled her out the door. 

“What about—”

“It’ll probably follow us.”

But it didn’t. 

It—she?—crouched next to Carrie and reached for her face. Then she looked up at me. I’d avoided staring at her face before, or I’m sure I would have already noticed it. 

Opaque black holes had replaced her eye sockets. It was impossible to tell if she had eyes at all. She smiled, showing crooked, yellow teeth. 


      [image: image-placeholder]“Holy crap.” Dan handed me a drink. Not wine. After a scare like that, I needed something a little stronger. Whiskey and Coke suited nicely. “What happened afterward?”

I shuddered. “It vanished after staring me down. And then Monica and I went back in. Carrie had only fainted, thankfully. She wouldn’t let us call an ambulance or even her husband to come help her. She just took off. Honestly, she looked like she’d seen a ghost.” 

I laughed and clapped a hand over my mouth, hearing what I was saying. Wasn’t a ghost the most likely explanation?

“The way she reacted when she turned around and actually saw it, though …” I shuddered and took a long sip of my drink. “I just feel like maybe she knew this woman. But a ghost?”

“I’m sorry you went through all that. If you and Monica hadn’t both experienced it, I’d say it was unbelievable.”

I shot him a look, unsure what he was trying to imply about my credibility. 

“I just wish that she hadn’t rushed off.” After a few hours, I’d sent her a text, just asking if she was okay, but she hadn’t responded. 

Dan grabbed the remote and plopped down on the couch. 

“Come. Sit.” He patted the spot next to him. “Let’s just take a break from it for a little while.” 

He held his arm out to me, a warm smile on his face as though this was a minor problem with an obvious solution. 

I grabbed a coaster and sat down next to him. I had no idea what I’d seen, but I could at least avoid a nasty white ring on our new coffee table. 

Dan flipped through channels. My mind wandered, but it kept coming back to the last moment with the old lady—her flat, black eyes. And sometimes, the man in the parking garage popped into my head. 

And, when those thoughts weren’t occupying my brain, I was thinking about what this meant for our business. Carrie left before finalizing any plans with us—when would she be in a place where she might want to get back to that discussion?

Of course, I scolded myself right after that thought—she’d basically been horrifically haunted, and here I was, wondering when we’d get our next check. Stupid. 

Then I thought of those eyes again. 

The thoughts played in a loop in my head. I was barely aware of what was on the TV until Dan nudged me. 

“Hey, this is like what happened to Carrie, right?” 

Glancing up at Dan’s face, the pallor of his already pale skin was enough to pull me out of my spiraling thoughts. 

“On tonight’s ‘True or False,’ a woman in Argentina claims her dead husband has been appearing to her. Elaborate hoax or something more concerning?” The anchor, Kim Brandt, gave a relaxed smile that showed she clearly didn’t find the news alarming. 

“What?” My voice came out as a whisper. My mind was already reeling and working overtime to piece everything together.

The show cut to footage of an older Latina woman speaking very fast. She waved an arm behind her wildly, and I thought I saw her fingers trembling. She couldn’t focus on the man interviewing her; her eyes darted around every few seconds as though she were looking for someone else. The banner at the bottom of the screen identified her as Maria Vasquez. 

“I don’t know how it happened,” a translator narrated over her rapid speech. The translator’s voice was almost robotically calm as if nothing could rattle her perfectly enunciated English. “I was preparing food, and he just appeared to me. I thought, at first, he was an angel out of heaven. But when he opened his mouth—” Maria Vasquez stopped and gasped in pain. She put a shaking fist up to her mouth as if it would keep the words in. Tears streamed out of her eyes, and she shut them against the memory. “He does not speak like my husband. He knew. He knew terrible things about me. He asked me why I was bothering to cook such awful food for our grandchildren. He told me how disappointed he was, and he accused me of harming …” She couldn’t finish her thought and stopped, covering her face with her hands. The camera pulled back to include a younger man in the room, who put his hand on her shoulder. 

The man’s brow was furrowed, though he wasn’t as frazzled as she was. 

The reporter conducting the interview came into view. “What do you think of this?” he asked the man. “Have you seen this apparition?” 

Eduardo Vasquez, son of the victim, according to the footer, began to speak. He gave his mother’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze as he did so. He was soft-spoken and articulate. “I’ve seen him, but I cannot accept that this vision is truly my father. My father always treated her with love and respect.”

“Did your father speak to you?” the interviewer asked.

“No. He doesn’t speak to anyone except my mother. I can hear him, but …” Eduardo paused and looked to his mother for guidance. Finally, with a shrug, he said, “I can’t understand him when he speaks. He makes noises, but it’s unintelligible to me. Like a bad radio signal.”

“Oh my God.” I squeezed Dan’s hand. Eduardo’s description was close to what I would have said about the noises I heard, and for several seconds, I couldn’t breathe.

“Whatever this thing is, it’s not my father,” Eduardo continued. “I beg whoever is responsible, please, stop and give my mother some peace.”

I thought the woman would have been content to let her son conclude the interview. Her whole body shook, and when she took her hands away from her eyes, her face was wet with tears. 

“It is my husband. I don’t think anyone can make him stop.” 

The reporter and her son looked at her, both a little surprised. 

“What makes you so sure?” the reporter pressed.

Maria Vasquez looked at him, her big eyes still wet but determined. I didn’t understand what she said until I heard the translation, but she spoke with conviction. Her voice was steady and sure instead of frenzied like before. Her lips curled back in a snarl of anguish. “I know.”

A shiver went up my back. At the same moment, Dan said, “What do you think it is?”

I shook my head and blinked several times to clear the tears that had welled up. 

“As tempting as it may be to write this one off as a joke or a prank, there hasn’t been a satisfactory explanation for these events,” Kim Brandt said. She gave a wry smile and folded her hands on her desk. “It appears there may be more to this story than we originally thought, as we’ve just gotten word of a similar event in the United Kingdom, and we’ll update you as more information becomes available. In the meantime, head to our Facebook page and vote: Is this True? Or False?”

Kim Brandt changed her focus to another camera in the studio, ready to move on to the next story of the day. But I couldn’t put it behind me. 

“Turn it off. Please, now.”

Dan grabbed the remote too slowly, but finally, the TV was off, and the anchor’s perky, incessant chatter was gone with it. 

I felt like I’d been glued to the sofa. 

“Anita? Babe?”

I held up a hand. 

“That was it, wasn’t it? That’s what happened to Carrie today?”

I nodded, and Dan grabbed me, crushing me to his chest and forcing me to move. 

It seemed real and unreal at the same time, and weirdly, all I wanted to tell myself was that I didn’t need comfort because it wasn’t happening to me. It was happening to Carrie. 








  
  
Chapter Two




Hi Carrie, 

I hope you’re doing okay. I was hoping to talk to you about the other day. I had no idea what was happening at the time, and that you were one of the first people in the world to have a Negative Image. I’m very sorry for the way I reacted.

Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. 

Best, 

Anita




I called yesterday. Monica had, too. But Carrie hadn’t responded at all. 

What I really wanted to say, but hadn’t, was that I was sorry I’d run out of the room and left her alone with it. I’d thought only of myself, and at night, I still saw Carrie slumped over in her conference room chair with that woman bending over her. 

It wasn’t the sort of thing to say in an email. Sorry I left you for dead. When can we discuss your upcoming benefit?

“I think it’s good. Just hit send.”

I’d been so lost in thought that I hadn’t heard Monica come up behind me. She sounded resigned, and I couldn’t blame her. 

With a sigh, I hit send. 

An automatic reply came back a moment later. 

Thank you for your email. I’m taking some time off to handle a personal matter. I’ll respond as soon as I can.

“Well.” Monica sighed. 

“Well,” I answered.

I sat still, absorbing all the implications. We’d probably be low on her list of people to respond to. The likelihood of the repeat business we’d been hoping for was almost nonexistent. 

Even our other clients seemed slower to respond than usual. Their upcoming work conferences, anniversary celebrations, and birthdays seemed less important now than before. It had been less than a week since coverage of Negative Images had begun, but the problem seemed to be cropping across most states. Omaha didn’t have many people with an NI that I knew of, but people were still worried.  

I started noticing small things, mostly suspicions. No one knew why some people had an NI and others didn’t, and without knowing how they had come about, the chances of getting one were also unknown. 

My phone chimed with a new text, and I pounced on it.

My go-to florist, Nicole, had been slow to respond lately, only reaching out via email and text. I was supposed to get a delivery from her today, but she hadn’t confirmed the time. 

“Oh no,” I blurted out. “We’ve got a problem.”

“What?”

“Nicole was supposed to drop off the floral arrangements. She always does. Now, all of a sudden, she can’t.”

“What? Why?”

“She didn’t say.” I stood up and started to pace the small room. “Just that something came up. But we can’t have the shower without these flowers—it’s unacceptable. So, either I’ll have to go get them, or we have a crappy event.”

“I can’t believe this is coming from Nicole.” Monica’s eyebrows rose in confusion, and she looked around at the stacks of papers as though she would find a solution somewhere in the files. Nicole always had a plan B.

“She offered to let me use her van to transport the flowers.”

Monica motioned for me to sit back down. 

“I mean, that’s weird, right?” I asked.

Monica nodded. “Even if she couldn’t drop it off, she could ask someone else to do it.”

We regarded each other for a minute. I couldn’t be sure what Monica was thinking, but from her pursed lips, I thought it was the same thing I was.

“She probably has a Negative Image,” I said after a few moments. 

Monica nodded and massaged her temples. “Yeah. This could get tricky. She’s scheduled to do a lot for us over the next three weeks.”

“I guess we’ll just have to ask her about it so that we can be better prepared next time.” I stood up and checked the time. “I’ll come with you to help.”  

“Do you think I should see if Dan could meet us there?”

Monica shrugged and put her coat on. “You’d know better than I would.”

I could already imagine us stumbling and unable to see as we shuffled through the doorway with large arrangements. Flowers were so deceptive—all color and so small until they were grouped together in vases.

“I’ll call him.”

We were almost at the florist’s—it was only a ten-minute drive from our office—when I heard sirens. We pulled over to the right to let a police car, fire engine, and ambulance pass.

Flashing lights met us at Nicole’s shop. I couldn’t see what had happened, but I knew in my gut that it concerned me. 

Later, I would remember the cool plastic of the car door handle as I opened it, the quick shock of cold air that hit me in the face. At the time, all the noise seemed distant, and I scanned everyone, looking for Dan. His car was parked just a couple of spots down from Monica’s. 

He wasn’t in it.

“Oh my God,” I whispered. “Dan? Dan!” My voice grew louder, and my heart beat wildly. I rushed up to the nearest person I could find. “Please, I’m looking for my husband—”

“Ma’am, please step aside.”

“What happened? I was supposed to meet him here. Please.”

The paramedic put his hand up to brush me off again when I saw Dan in the back of another ambulance. 

My vision was blurry with tears, but I ran forward anyway, reaching for him, only to be blocked again. 

“Please, you have to let me through. He’s my husband.”

Even as I pleaded, the back doors shut, and the ambulance pulled away. 

I think I screamed, but I’m not sure. Monica came up beside me and put her arms around me. She managed to find out where they were taking him, and before I knew it, we were back in her car, speeding to the hospital. 


      [image: image-placeholder]We lost the ambulance as it zigzagged through traffic. When we arrived at the hospital, Dan was being prepped for surgery, and I couldn’t see him. At the front desk, I was an incoherent, blubbering mess. So much so that Monica had to repeat everything for me. I still didn’t have a grasp on what was happening.

Eventually, a nurse shunted us off to a waiting room with a promise that a doctor would come out to see me soon. Blue and white tiles patterned the floor, with chairs arranged along the room’s perimeter. A man leaned against a vending machine in the corner, sipping coffee and staring at his phone. Across from him, a middle-aged woman flipped through a magazine with dozens more spread out on the table in front of her. 

It felt like a small room to wait in without knowing what was going on. I didn’t quite know where to sit, but I ended up in a chair two seats from Magazine Lady. 

“Anita, I’ll be right back. Just have to make a few phone calls.”

I nodded but couldn’t meet Monica’s gaze. 

“Hey.” Monica rubbed my shoulders. “Hang in there, okay?” When I looked at her, it was impossible not to tear up again. She gave me a small smile before quickly walking out of the room. 

I remembered the bridal shower we had booked and looked at my phone. 1:25 p.m. It was supposed to start at 1:00. No doubt Monica was calling the client. Would she make up an excuse or go into grisly details about the truth?

I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the wall. I was starting to feel a little nauseous. What were the grisly details?

Instead of letting my mind get the best of me by concocting its own story about what happened, I thought about the bride. Someone else’s tragedy was going to impact what should have been a perfectly planned moment to celebrate her upcoming nuptials. 

My own bridal shower had been a little extravagant—I remembered how Dan had hinted at the details. Monica had planned it, and I’d done my best not to overhear anything—putting on music, going for lots of coffees, and covering my ears whenever they spoke of it. 

Dan had told me to expect lots of Kelly green and carnations. The thought made me smile just a little. He’d done his best to keep a straight face, but we’d both burst into fits of giggles, knowing that it wasn’t true because Monica knew those were some of my least favorite things. 

Dan had always helped us with the business on top of his regular job. He was a saint. We’d relied on him so much—too much. 

Why couldn’t I have planned better today? We should have hired a second assistant. I shouldn’t have let Tricia have today off. Everything would’ve been fine if I’d just planned better. 

“Who are you waiting for?” I opened my eyes and sat up a little straighter. Magazine Lady was staring at me.

“You look very tired,” she continued. 

“My husband.” I wanted that to be the end of the conversation, but I also couldn’t stand to be rude. “What about you?”

“My sister.” She grimaced. “She’s having some complications after her knee surgery. I told her to come in yesterday—I hope she didn’t wait too long.”

She looked at me like she expected sympathy or at least some sort of agreement, but my heart felt like wood. I swallowed and dropped my eyes to the table. 

I couldn’t bear to ask her for more details or to share anything about Dan. I hoped she’d go back to her magazine. 

What I needed was something warm. Vending Machine Guy wasn’t just blocking the vending machine, though—he was also in the way of the Keurig. If I wanted tea, I’d have to ask him to move. 

Not willing to have that interaction, I picked up an issue of HGTV Magazine and started flipping through it, but I was drawn to the sound of the videos that Vending Machine Guy was watching. He hadn’t even bothered to put on headphones. 

A man’s voice with a British accent came through the phone. “At first, when Sarah said she’d seen Chad, I thought she was a bit … that she was just really grieving, you know? Then she called me one day and asked me to stop by. She said Chad was saying terrible things to her. I was quite shocked. I thought she must be really daft. But the whole thing was starting to feel off because my brother was always the peacemaker type. He hardly spoke a bad word of anyone in his life. So, I went over. I was really concerned for Sarah. She sounded like she was in pain, you know? When I got there, she was in a right state, just sobbing, and she said she had something to show me. So, I walk in, and right by the staircase is Chad. And I about lost my mind. Only it wasn’t quite Chad. His eyes were just completely black. It was some creepy”—bleep—“and I said to him, ‘Chad? How are you here?’ He just really gave me the creeps, you know? And he didn’t answer me. He cocked his head, gave me a smile that turned me cold all over and pointed at Sarah. 

“And Sarah just sobbed harder. She was completely distraught. And she said, ‘Ethan, I can’t make him leave!’”

Vending Machine Guy shook his head and let out a groan. Magazine Lady and I looked up at him. 

He seemed surprised to see us, and I wondered if he somehow hadn’t realized we were there. “I’m just sick of hearing about all that.” He shrugged and let out a humorless laugh.

I stretched and dropped the magazine back on the table. “You know, the nice thing about having a phone is getting to choose what you watch.”

My cattiness surprised even me, and he let out an awkward laugh. 

“Yeah, I know. I can’t help it. I just really want to know what these things are. This guy—Greg Patisis—has been uploading all these announcements and footage whenever he hears about someone new with a Negative Image. I clicked on one, and now they’re all over my feed. I can’t get rid of them, you know?”

I nodded. Maria Vasquez’s story had gotten the most coverage at first, but Carrie had been in the news yesterday. Someone had caught her walking into a medical center with her husband, who’d decided to confront the rumors head-on by making a statement. With so many NIs cropping up, it was almost impossible to avoid hearing about them. 

“I just turn it off whenever I can,” I said. 

Again, I saw a flash of Carrie slumped at the conference table, the menacing woman curving over her as if she were laying claim to something. I shivered. 

“Don’t you want to know what’s happening, though? Just to understand why this is going on?” Vending Machine Guy asked, his brow furrowed.

Magazine Lady tossed the copy of Star she’d been browsing onto the table with a thunk. “I think it might be beyond explanation. No one’s come up with any reasonable theories yet.” 

“Everything has an explanation.” Vending Machine Guy crossed his arms in front of his chest. 

“Even if it does, I don’t think it’s one we’re capable of understanding.” Magazine Lady raised an eyebrow as if she were challenging him. 

“You know, I don’t really care why they’re here. I think we all just want to figure out how to get rid of them.” He dragged a hand across his face. He looked like he needed several more cups of coffee. 

Magazine Lady shook her head slowly. “I think everyone feels that way, but I don’t think we’ll be rid of them until we understand what they want. I suppose what I mean is that I don’t think we’ll understand what they are or what caused them to start appearing,” she explained thoughtfully. “But they must have their reasons for being here. I mean, they must want something, right? It’s not as though everyone who dies comes back as one of these … what do they call them? Negative Images? Only some.”

“That’s what scares me.” I crossed my legs. 

“I’m not convinced that these things appear all by themselves. I think there’s something messed up with the people who have them,” Vending Machine Guy said with a tone of finality.

“I don’t think anyone would want this,” I challenged.

“Maybe some small part of them does. Maybe they all have some mental issues or something.” I glanced at Magazine Lady to see if she was going to debate Vending Machine Guy. Magazine Lady picked her magazine up and shot me a look that said she wasn’t going to argue anymore, but then she paused with the magazine open in her hands. “There could be something wrong with the people who have them. Sure. But there could also be something off about the people who died. Maybe it’s a mixture of both. After all, we all have our messy histories and secrets. No one’s perfect.” 

I covered my mouth with my hand to keep from laughing. She was reading a tabloid—of course, she thought everyone had a hidden scandal. 

The three of us lapsed into an awkward silence, Magazine Lady essentially shutting down the conversation as she refocused on the celebrity gossip du jour. 

“Who are you waiting for?” I asked the man. His videos had been annoying, but the silence was worse. 

“My fiancé.” He didn’t look at me. “Car accident.” His fingers danced over the vending machine buttons. After a moment, he continued. “They’re not sure how severe her injuries are.”

His eyes dropped to the floor. 

“These people, though,” he said to neither of us in particular. “There’s just gotta be something wrong with their heads, right?”

Footsteps squeaked down the hallway, coming toward the waiting room. It sounded like a nurse’s shoes with non-slip soles. The three of us looked up as the nurse approached, wondering who she’d summon. 

“Mrs. Matthews?”

I startled a little. It felt like I’d been waiting forever and also like I’d just arrived—and where was Monica?

“I wanted to give you an update on your husband. He’s still in surgery.” 

I nodded. “Please. What for? I haven’t been able to find out from anyone.”

The nurse led me to a corner. “I’m so sorry. Well … your husband was shot in the upper abdomen. He’ll probably be in surgery for a while—he had some internal bleeding. We’ll update you more as soon as we can.”

I nodded and blinked away the tears in my eyes. “Thank you.”

The nurse went back down the hall, shoe squeaks getting softer. 

For a few minutes, I sat with the words shot and internal bleeding in my head. Monica came back in. She stared at the chair where I’d been sitting with a frown on her face until she did a quick scan and realized I had moved. 

“How are you doing, Anita? Any updates?” She took the seat next to me.

He’s still in surgery.” I left shot and internal bleeding out of it for now. It was too unreal. 

Monica nodded, lips drawn into a thin line and her brows drawn together. “I had to call that bride. And Tricia. Between the two of us, we should have tomorrow covered.”

“Oh, wow.” I let out a sigh—tomorrow had completely gone out of my mind. “Thank you.”

“Of course.” Monica snuck a look at the clock on the wall, then looked back at me like she didn’t know whether she should stay or go. 

“You can head out if you want,” I said after a moment. 

“Are you sure?” It was a question, but she’d already stood up. 

“Yeah, I’ll be okay.”

“Call me if you need anything, okay? I’m here for you.”

I nodded and watched Monica as she walked away. She seemed to relax as she left, her shoulders falling back down from where they hunched. 

Time lost meaning. 

Squeaky Shoes came down the hall to collect Magazine Lady. A while later, someone else with shoes that didn’t squeak came for Vending Machine Guy, who’d been standing the whole time and drumming his fingers on the table by the Keurig. I hoped his fiancée was okay. 

Finally, a nurse came for me. 

“He’s in recovery, but he’ll be in the ICU for a few days.” 

“He’s going to be okay, though, right?”

“Unfortunately, I can’t make any promises. He’ll have a long recovery.”

I nodded even though I still wasn’t sure what that meant.

In the ICU, Dan lay in bed, asleep, with an oxygen tube in his nose. Various machines were hooked up to him, cords and wires snaking down off the bed. 

“You can sit near him if you want. He should wake up soon. He was stirring earlier, and it sounded like he was calling for you.”

I took a seat next to Dan and threaded my fingers through his. Seeing him like this was so weird, so wrong. I didn’t even try to stop the tears from coming. I just sat with him, listening to the rhythmic beep of his heart monitor.

As doctors and nurses stopped by to check on him, they reminded me that there was a bed I could use. But I just wanted him to know I was there. 

At some point, the heart monitor lulled me to sleep. A persistent beeeeeep woke me. My back was stiff, and pins and needles shot down my right arm. My fingers were still interlocked with Dan’s.

At first, I couldn’t remember why I was in this room and what the noise was. Then I placed the sound, one I knew from so many movies and TV shows. 

I looked at Dan’s face. 

It had changed. 

It was still his face, but it also wasn’t. I could tell, somehow, that he wasn’t in his body anymore. I froze—part of me knew what this meant, but I couldn’t accept what was happening. 

“Dan?” My voice came out hoarse and small.

Then, nurses and doctors flooded the room, shuffling me aside. They started moving him down the hall, back to the operating room. I stood there, not knowing what to do.








  
  
Chapter Three




Many people want to avoid Calla Lillies at their events because they’re synonymous with death. They bring to mind coffins and cold churches where you shiver in a black cardigan as you say goodbye to loved ones.  

They weren’t something I recommended. Ever. But here I was, sitting next to an arrangement of them in the lobby of Watts Funeral Home. 

I stared at them, thinking they must be fake. 

“Calla Lillies are a beautiful flower, aren’t they?” 

I started and looked up to see a bald man with glasses standing in front of me. He looked older than 60, and I wondered how he felt about getting older when he knew all too well what was waiting for him. Had he planned his own funeral in advance? What about his retirement?

“You must be Anita. I’m Leon Watts.” 

I rose and shook his hand. He led me back to his office, our footfalls silent on the thick, seafoam-green carpet. We passed empty sitting rooms filled with muted shades of mauve and gray, the colors blending into a soothing, yet eerie, harmony. 

His office featured hues of green and gray, as well as landscape paintings—blue skies with a scattering of white clouds. Peaceful. 

“I heard about your husband on the news,” Leon said. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

I’d heard Dan’s tragic story on the news too often. The coverage almost felt like an attack, triggering a wave of emotions ranging from grief to anger to surprise. I just couldn’t bear the idea of coming across his smiling face from an Instagram photo during happy times without any warning. I’d let it happen twice before I stopped looking at my newsfeed. 

“Thank you,” I said to Leon and then immediately had to clear my throat. Anytime someone mentioned Dan, a lump formed in my throat. I wasn’t sure how I was going to get through the appointment. 

“When we lose someone suddenly and well before their time, it can be difficult to plan their services. I’d be happy to do all of this for you if you wish. We have several packages available.”

He offered me a binder filled with photos. Small rooms, medium rooms, a variety of hearses … I closed it. Calla Lillies appeared on almost every page. 

“My husband—” I paused, swallowing around the word, “… didn’t like white flowers. They reminded him too much of funerals.” 

Mr. Watts pursed his lips slightly.

“He didn’t even want me to use any white in my wedding bouquet,” I added, as if this bit of knowledge would make a difference to the man who was burying Dan. 

“Of course,” Mr. Watts said smoothly. It was no surprise he was amenable to my suggestions and my wishes and that he was kind about it. I was paying him. “What would you prefer? We could use roses, tulips, daffodils …”

“Sure.” Defeat overtook me; I couldn’t pick anything. 

He looked at me, waiting for clarification. 

I sighed. “Tulips and daffodils. Plus, lots of greenery. Something that looks alive.”

“Of course.”

‘Of course’ seemed to be Mr. Watts’ favorite phrase. 

“Now, as far as the casket is concerned, we have a few options.”

He stood, and I followed him from his office to the showroom. We reached a large display area in the back, where I was sure the more removed mourners would never go. The room was filled with an array of caskets. He spread his arms as he stood in front of them. 

“This one is our most popular. It is pretty weatherproof, and all the fixtures are stainless steel, which will withstand rust a little longer than some other models.”

I saw myself visiting Dan. Driving out to the graveyard at night with Chinese food he couldn’t eat, digging through the earth to get to him. When I hit the coffin, perhaps I could say, ‘Ah, Mr. Watts was right. These fixtures have resisted rust quite nicely, and now I can open the lid and see my husband—oh! Too bad the mortician’s work didn’t last as long as the casket!’

My stomach turned. What was wrong with me?

“This model is six thousand.”

“Oh!” I hadn’t meant to gasp out loud. “Would you mind showing me something a little less … ”

“Of course.” Mr. Watts nodded deferentially and motioned towards another casket, this one a sleek grey. “This one is just a step down from the one you just saw. It’s four thousand.”

It was still more than I wanted to spend.

I felt a little guilty, but it wasn’t as if Dan knew or cared what he was in. He wasn’t here anymore. How many times had Dan picked the cheapest option for everything? Cheapest hotel, best deal on seats to the game, cheapest beer. Dan had never been a luxury person. I was the one who would push him to splurge now and again.

My eyes strayed to the next casket over. 

“That one is made of wood,” Mr. Watts said plainly. “It will not be resistant to weather or the elements.”

“You mean it will disintegrate in the ground quickly.” And Dan, too.

“In a word, yes.” He gave a short laugh. He had his hands clasped behind his back, and the way he smiled at me said that surely I wasn’t the sort of woman who would bury her husband in a cheap coffin. 

“How much is it?”

“Two thousand,” He said after a short pause. He knew I was going to choose it, maybe even before I did.


      [image: image-placeholder]The morning of Dan’s funeral, I woke with a start. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and I relaxed into the mattress, allowing my muscles to uncoil. I rolled over instinctively to reach for Dan, but his side of the bed was empty, the sheets untouched, no indent of his head on the pillow. 

I wasn’t used to him being gone. I would give anything to see him again. I lay in bed until 7:30, just listening to the wind and watching the room change from grey to pink. My garage door rumbled, but I wasn’t going to trick myself into thinking it was Dan again.

Monica had checked on me every day since he died. That first night, she had picked me up from the hospital. She stayed in our guest room down the hall, and I cried myself to sleep. 

We hadn’t spoken about work but formed a silent understanding that I wouldn’t be going in. Monica stopped by every evening to have dinner with me and see if I needed any help. 

Overall, I thought that I’d handled the funeral arrangements and the sudden onslaught of family as well as I could. My parents hadn’t come in early—no surprise there—and Dan’s parents had made up for it, giving opinions and too much advice. No one knew what Dan would have wanted. 

He and I had talked about death only twice: when we’d decided to start trying for a baby and seen a lawyer about our wills and when we debated what Negative Images were. 

Aaron Ellsworth, Carrie’s husband, had been on the news. He stood in front of their house to report on her condition. 

“I’m not sure why my mother-in-law came back as an NI, and I think that’s the angle we should research. What causes someone to come back? I know they attach themselves to the person they were closest to, but I never realized that Carrie was that person for Elaine,” Aaron mused, his flushed cheeks matching his hair. 

I’d shuddered and leaned into Dan. 

“What’s wrong?” he’d asked. “It must be tough to hear about Carrie, huh?”

“It’s not that, exactly. It’s just what he said about Carrie being the closest person to her Negative Image. Can you imagine? What if the person you loved most had an incurable illness? You’d have this idea of them returning to you as an NI hanging over whatever time you had left.”

Dan had squeezed me tighter. “You really think these Negatives are the people they claim to be? Not something else? Personally, I think whatever these NIs are, they’re not the people who passed. Carrie’s Negative Image is not her mother. I think her real mother is in a better place.”

I’d nodded into his chest. “I want to believe that too.”

“But?” 

“I just don’t. I think the NIs are who they say they are. Or at least some part of that person.”

“Part of them? A fragment of their former selves? Let’s hope I’m right and you’re wrong.” He’d laughed, a throaty chuckle that filled me with comfort. 

“I do hope that, even if I don’t think your theory is right.”

“Well, I’d never come back to you. I can promise you that.”

“Don’t even joke about something like that! It’s not funny.” I’d swatted at him, and he’d laughed again. 

A quiet tapping on the door jolted me. 

“Anita? Honey?” Monica came in, carrying a cup of coffee. She pressed it into my hands.  I took a sip, allowing the rest of the fog in my brain to clear.

“I need to find clothes.” I left a tangle of sheets on the bed as I walked through the bathroom to my closet. 

Monica parted the sea of hangers. She looked impeccable as always—a black pencil skirt paired with a sweater and a simple strand of pearls around her neck. Her hair was slicked back from her face and coiled in a low bun. Her take-charge attitude was forceful but quiet. She’d taken the lead in my closet, and I could let my brain rest, knowing that she would make sure whatever I chose looked right. 

I have a lot of black clothes, but I use them for work. Black sets me apart from the guests at the events I help plan; it lets me fade into the background but stand out to people looking to make a complaint. I didn’t want to contaminate my work clothes. Whatever I wore to Dan’s Funeral, I knew I could never wear again. 

Finally, I found a dark dress at the back of my closet. I realized it was the same one I’d worn to my grandfather’s funeral, and I had to stifle a laugh. It seemed I had a funeral dress, after all. 

A rustling came from behind me, the swish of satin among my skirts and dresses. I turned around to show Monica my dress, but all I saw were a few hangers swinging slightly, as though someone had just run a hand through the garments. 

“Monica?” I called out. She walked back to the closet from my bedroom. 

“I was just picking out a little jewelry for you to wear.” She gave me a reassuring smile. “Nothing flashy.”

“Thanks.” I felt thrown. I still had the sense that someone had been beside me just now. It couldn’t have been Monica. My jewelry was in my dresser, in my bedroom. I shook the feeling off and put on my funeral dress. 

Once I got to the church, the service flew by in a blur. It was crowded—Dan’s large, extended family had all come. Somewhat surprisingly, my cousins, aunt, and uncle had come, even though we hadn’t seen each other in a long time. My mother gave me a brief hug and a murmured condolence. 

My family had never really known how to mark any important occasion, so it wasn’t surprising that they looked uncomfortable now. 

At the cemetery, I concentrated on the cold breeze so I wouldn’t have to listen to the prayers spoken over Dan’s coffin. If I concentrated hard enough, the people around me, my parents, Dan’s parents, and our combined families, all became a buzz. Nothing more than a group of loud bees, and when they touched me, all I felt was the absence of cold instead of warmth. 

Afterward, many people pressed their arms against me and offered words of condolence before making their way to their cars. My parents and Dan’s lingered. 

“I just want a moment,” I said. 

Reluctantly, they retreated. I exhaled a long sigh that let me relax as much as I thought I would be able to for days. This was my last moment with Dan. Only it wasn’t, really. We’d had our last moment in the hospital. 

I stood there, waiting for some emotion to pass through me. I wanted to feel like a widow should. Grief-stricken, emotional. But I felt empty. 

I reached over and touched the casket. 

“You don’t know how to say goodbye.”

I whipped around, catching a glimpse of what might have been a shadow but was more likely just another headstone—maybe even just a tree. 

But I knew that voice.

I shut the thought out of my mind and wrapped my coat more tightly around myself as I walked back to the car.
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