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The Reapers and the Flowers

There is a Reaper, whose name is Death,

__And, with his sickle keen,

He reaps the bearded grain at a breath,

__And the flowers that grow between.

“Shall I have naught that is fair?” saith he;

__“Have naught but the bearded grain?

Though the breath of these flowers is sweet to me,

__I will give them all back again.”

He gazed at the flowers with tearful eyes,

__He kissed their drooping leaves;

It was for the Lord of Paradise

__He bound them in his sheaves.

“My Lord has need of these flowerets gay,”

__The Reaper said, and smiled;

“Dear tokens of the earth are they,

__Where He was once a child.

“They shall all bloom in fields of light,

__Transplanted by my care,

And saints, upon their garments white,

__These sacred blossoms wear.”

And the mother gave, in tears and pain,

__The flowers she most did love;

She knew she should find them all again

__In the fields of light above.

Oh, not in cruelty, not in wrath,

__The Reaper came that day;

‘T was an angel visited the green earth,

__And took the flowers away.

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 1839

Dedication

This is for Aunt Jackie. May you always see the stars. 
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Chapter One—Carrie Jo
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“Detra Ann!” I screamed in horror as I scrambled down the stairs after the fallen blonde. Blood poured out of her side, and the smell of gunpowder filled the air. I hadn’t touched her, but she’d fallen somehow. I was in shock, and my mind was unable to process all that just happened. All I could do was scream her name as I ran to her side. I squatted next to her in the swelling pool of blood and felt for a pulse. She was alive—at least for now. 

As luck would have it, Doreen walked inside with an armful of groceries and exclaimed, “Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” 

I tried to cradle Detra’s head, but I was only making this worse. I pulled off my towel and pressed it to her head to staunch the bleeding. “Doreen! Call 911 now! Please!” 

She dropped her grocery bags on the floor and ran for the phone. “Yes, we have an emergency. A woman is hurt!” I could hear her sobbing on the phone. She managed to get the information to the operator, and then raced off to get more towels and me some clothes. To my surprise, the phone rang. 

“I think we got disconnected. You called about an accident. Is that accurate?” Doreen sobbed and handed me the phone. 

“Doreen, go get towels!”

“Okay!” She ran to the laundry room and left me to deal with my unconscious friend and the 911 operator. 

“Yes! We need help. My friend fell down the stairs. She was carrying a gun, and I think she’s been shot. Please come! She’s bleeding pretty badly. Please help us.” I didn’t want to move the towel, but it was getting soaked. “Hurry up, Doreen!” 

“Okay, ma’am. The ambulance is on the way. It won’t be but a minute. Is she breathing? Can you tell?” 

“Yes, but it’s shallow.” The woman’s calm voice wasn’t doing anything to calm me. In fact, I felt as if she wasn’t taking any of this seriously. And that wasn’t a good feeling. 

“Okay, now, you say she’s been shot?” 

“Yes. Oh, my God! Please hurry!” I didn’t have time for a thousand questions. Doreen returned with one of Ashland’s giant t-shirts. I slid it over my body and reached for a new towel. 

“Where has she been shot? Do you know where the gun is?” 

“She’s been shot in the side, somewhere around her waist. I think she lost control of the gun as she fell. The gun is on the floor. I don’t know! Oh, my God! She’s my friend, but she’s not supposed to be here. I came out of the bathroom and she was here.” 

“It’s okay. Don’t worry about that right now. Let’s see if we can stop the bleeding. Do you have some towels?” asked the dispatcher. 

“Yes, and I’m already doing that.”

“Good. They are almost there, ma’am. Keep the towel pressed to the area where’s she been shot. That should slow down the blood loss.”

I was quickly losing patience with this woman. “Make them hurry! She’s bleeding through the towel. Please, Detra Ann. Don’t you dare die on me!” I could hear the ambulance tearing down Government Street. Doreen scrambled to her feet, opened the door, and ran to the laundry room. 

“Detra Ann, stay with me! Can you hear me?” Her dark eyelashes fluttered and she moaned, but she never opened her eyes completely. I saw her body sag just as the EMTs came barging in the front door. 

“What happened?” 

“I don’t know. I think she tripped and fell—her gun went off. I didn’t even know she had a gun! She’s been shot.” I got out of the way as the two young men squatted beside her. 

A muscular man, clearly the EMT in charge immediately went into medical mode. “What’s her name?” 

“Detra Ann. Is she going to be all right?”

“We’ll do our best. Any allergies we should know about? Is she taking any medications?” 

I watched as they assessed her quickly and prepared her for transport. “No, and I don’t think so.” They braced her neck and expertly moved her body to the gurney. 

Doreen had returned and put her arm around my shoulder. “Here, ma’am. I got you some clothes.” Doreen handed me a tote bag with a shirt, jeans, underwear, and sandals. 

“Thank you. Please call Mr. Stuart for me. Tell him what’s going on, and tell him to come to the hospital.” 

“I will!” 

I followed the men to the ambulance and didn’t wait for an invitation to join them. I climbed inside and sat out of the way on the metal bench. While working furiously to stop the bleeding, they asked me more questions about allergies and blood type. I didn’t know what to tell them since I didn’t know any of those things. All I knew was my friend was in trouble. She could die. The sight of Detra Ann, her normally tanned face pale and lifeless, sent shockwaves through my psyche. What had she been doing in my house? How had she gotten in, and why did she have a gun? I couldn’t answer any of those questions, but whatever the answer, I prayed she would live. The rest of the ride was a blur. When we arrived at the hospital, I ran after the gurney. The EMTs paused in the ER hallway only long enough to call for a doctor. 

“She’s lost a lot of blood. Damn it! She’s convulsing!” They sped past me through a set of self-locking doors. I wanted to follow them into the room, but a sympathetic nurse blocked my way. 

“I’ll meet you at the registration area in a couple of minutes. In the meantime, you can change. There are some scrubs in here if you need them,” she said kindly, pointing to a nearby closet. 

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks, but I brought clothes. Is there a bathroom I can use?”

“Right through there. I better go check on your friend.” She hurried away, joining Detra Ann and the team that had assembled around her. I couldn’t stop shaking. I stumbled into the bathroom and changed my clothes quickly. Fortunately for me, Doreen had had enough foresight to include my cell phone in my bag. What a relief!

With shaking fingers, I called Ashland. Strangely enough, he was already on the line. He’d been trying to call me. I let out a sob. “Baby? Are you there?”

“Yes, Carrie Jo. Are you okay? Doreen called me. What have they told you about Detra Ann?”

“I’m fine, but I don’t know anything about Detra Ann. I’m at Springhill Hospital. They haven’t said much yet. They just took her back. Are you on the way, Ashland?” I was in full-blown crying mode now. 

“I am, and I’ll be there in about an hour. Do you have someone with you? Maybe Bette?” 

“No, there’s no one here but me. I’ll be fine until you get here. I’m walking to the desk now to find out about her.” I scurried out of the bathroom and went in search of the nurse at the registration desk. The friendly nurse waved at me, and I walked toward her. “I have to go, Ash. The nurse wants to talk to me. I don’t know what to tell her.”

Ashland said in a calm voice, “I’ll call Cynthia since she needs to be there. Tell them her mother is on the way, and tell the nurse she can answer their questions. Just take a deep breath, and I’ll be there soon, babe. It’s going to be okay.” 

I was determined not to collapse into a blubbering mess. I bit my lip and caught my breath as I walked through the nurse’s station. “Ashland?”

“Yes?”

“Hurry, please.” 

“I will. I’ll talk to you soon.” 

He hung up, and I stood at the registration desk and waited for the nurse, who’d disappeared again. When she didn’t return right away, I called Terrence Dale. He didn’t answer, so I left him a message. 

“Hey, TD. I’m calling because Detra Ann is at Springhill. She’s had an accident—she’s been shot. I think it might be a good idea for you to be here. I’m in the emergency waiting room. Bye.” 

Fifteen minutes later, I was still waiting in the waiting room, and it felt as if the world was ending.
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Chapter Two—Carrie Jo
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The first person to arrive was Terrance Dale. Detra Ann was right; he did look different. He was thinner now, and his silky brown hair brushed his shoulders. Not an unattractive look, just different from the clean-cut guy I’d worked with at Seven Sisters. Even his clothing style had evolved. Now the young contractor wore torn blue jeans and a vintage T-shirt with the emblem of an old rock band on the chest. No more khakis and polo shirts. I had bigger things to worry about than his wardrobe. 

“Terrance Dale!” I said as I threw my arms around his neck. He tentatively hugged me and awkwardly stepped back from the embrace like we weren’t longtime friends. Like we hadn’t dug around in the Moonlight Garden together. 

“What’s happened?” he asked as he ran his hands through his hair. 

Okay, that was how it was going to be. “I’m not sure, really. I’d just left her. We had breakfast together, but I’d gone home. When I came out of the shower, she was on the stairs with a gun. I don’t know if I startled her or what, but she fell, and the gun went off. Now she’s shot. In the side. I’ve been waiting and waiting, but nobody will tell me anything.” 

He frowned at my description of this morning’s events. “She tried to shoot you?”

“No. I don’t think so. I don’t know what she was doing, but she is hurt pretty badly. I witnessed the whole thing, but it all happened so fast. I can’t tell you much about what took place.”

He patted me awkwardly on the shoulder. I suddenly felt sick, and he helped me get back to my seat. He said, “Wait here. I’ll go see what I can find out.” I watched him chat with the receptionist. She nodded and smiled at him, and he waved at me. “Thank you,” he said to her when she pressed the button to let us back. “She’s in surgery, but they’re allowing us to sit in the surgery waiting room. The doctor will come to speak to us when he’s finished.” 

“Oh, God! Ashland is on his way from New Orleans. He said he would call her mother. I haven’t heard anything else.” We shuffled through the bleach-scented halls of Springhill Memorial until we came to the surgery waiting room. 

“Yeah, she knows. She called me too. She was in Foley, so she’ll be here in about forty-five minutes.” He plopped down beside me. “She’ll blame me, I’m sure of it. The woman hates my guts, and I can’t say that I blame her. Detra Ann was way too good for me. Damn, that’s Mrs. Dowd calling me now. Excuse me.” He stopped just outside the door and took the call.

With a growing numbness, I sat in the smaller, colder waiting room. Digging in my bag, I found a pair of socks. I’d been in such a hurry to get dressed, I’d forgotten to put my sandals on. I needed them now because I was freezing. Detra Ann, you better not die on me. You better not. There were only a couple of people there. I stared absently at the muted television and waited for TD to return. He came back looking somber, and I realized it had been a long time since I’d seen him smile. I wasn’t going to see that smile today. What was going to happen?

Terrance Dale sat beside me with a sigh. “I was supposed to meet her this morning. She said her friend was sick, and she was going to check on her and then meet me afterward. I can’t believe this.” His head was in his hands, his shoulders slumped. “I’ve been such a jackass.” His voice broke in a sob. I must have been the sick friend she was referring to. Still, that didn’t explain why Detra Ann was in my house with a loaded gun. I knew I had locked that front door, but the hallway was full of leaves again. 

I wonder if... I can’t figure this out right now! 

“Hey, TD.” I put a hand on his back as he cried. This was what he needed—he needed to talk. “It’s okay. Detra Ann is strong. She’ll survive this.” 

After a few minutes, he stopped crying, and a kind nurse stopped by with a bottle of water and some tissues. “Anything yet?” he asked. “The patient is Detra Ann Dowd.” 

“No, sir. She’s still in surgery, but the doctor will come right out when he’s finished. If y’all need anything, I’m right outside this door.” 

“Thank you.” 

When she left, I said, “TD, I know this is none of my business, and you can tell me to shut up if you like, but what happened with you two? Detra Ann loves you. She’s just crazy about you.”

“She didn’t tell you?” I could see the shame in his brown eyes. 

“Well, I heard a little. She was a bit short on detail, though. I’m listening if you need someone. I’m still your friend, you know. That’s never going to change, no matter how long you’re gone or how often we speak. Ashland feels the same way. We all love you.” An older gentleman walking with a cane poked his head in the room, but he didn’t stay. 

TD shook his shaggy head and wiped away the tears. “I really don’t want to talk about it, okay?” 

“We don’t have to talk. I’m sorry I asked.” 

Leaning back in the plastic chair, he sighed. “No. I need to talk about this. I promised myself I wasn’t going to do that anymore—just run from my fears. I’m facing my demons. I promised Detra Ann that I had changed. I can’t drink away what I saw. What I know I saw.” He rubbed his eyes and looked at me. 

I didn’t say a word, but tucked my feet under me. I sat cross-legged on the vinyl-covered seat. 

“For a long time, I hated you and Ashland—you know, for getting me involved in that night’s activities. Man, I should have walked away. I should have left that night, but I couldn’t do that. It was like from that night forward, everything went wrong, and I do mean everything. I couldn’t focus on my jobs. Tools came up missing. I’d put them down, and then turn around, and they’d be gone. That happened all the time. I was beginning to question my sanity, but then I knew. I knew it was the damned ghosts. That and bad luck. I even got robbed. I lost jobs. So many jobs. I think I lost my mind for a while. A long while.” 

“I’m truly sorry, Terrance Dale. You’re right to be mad, to be upset with me. I never meant for anything bad to happen to you or Henri or anyone. I guess we didn’t count the costs before we went looking for Calpurnia and the Beaumont treasure. I really am sorry for everything that has happened to you.”

“It’s weird because I don’t really remember much about it. That sucks, doesn’t it? I mean, I’m haunted by that night, but I can’t remember all of it. I hear that some people’s minds do that. When they experience trauma, they shut down part of their mind because it is so hard to cope with. I believe you didn’t mean for any of this to happen, but it did happen, and you don’t know everything. I saw things before that night in the garden. I meant to tell Detra Ann about it today, and then you, but I guess it’s not her I’m meant to tell. God, I hope it’s not my horrible luck that’s made this happen.” 

I handed him a tissue from the box beside me. He accepted it and rubbed his nose. I turned sideways in the chair, my arm on the back, my hand under my chin. “What is it, TD? What happened to you? Please, tell me.”

With a sigh, he looked at me through his long bangs. He nodded and began pacing the room. It was a small room, so the pacing didn’t last long. I wasn’t going to rush him on this. He had to tell me what was on his mind in his own time. That was how it had to be. 

“All right, but don’t repeat any of this. I’ll tell Detra Ann when she’s better. She’s going to be better, isn’t she? She’s not going to die. I won’t let her die.”

“No,” I agreed with him hopefully. “She’s going to recover; that’s what we are going to believe. I believe that. Tell me what you want me to know, TD. We’ve got time.” 

My friend returned to the seat beside me and took a deep breath. 
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Once I opened my mouth, the words just came tumbling out. “When I was in high school, my sophomore year, I had a car accident on I-65. I’d been dating this girl—Ashley Dubose was her name. Sweet girl. We hadn’t been dating long, but I had been crazy about her since middle school. We got pretty serious faster than either of us expected, I think. Do you remember how it was in high school? You think you have no time for anything.” I shivered at my own words. Carrie Jo drew up her legs in front of her and put her arms around them. 

“Go on,” she said in a whisper. We were still alone. I was glad for that. I wouldn’t be able to talk about this if anyone else were in here with us. They’d want to lock me up on the fifth floor, or whatever floor is reserved for psychiatric patients. That would probably be a good idea, considering. 

“One Friday night, we drove downtown to the Saenger Theater to see Gone with the Wind. That was her favorite film. She lived in Theodore, so after the film, I took the interstate to get her home faster because Ashley’s dad was an...well, he was strict about curfews. I didn’t mind. I liked her a lot. Everything was great. She was chattering on about Scarlett O’Hara and I was half-listening, but she kissed my cheek to thank me for taking her to the movie. I half-turned to kiss her and took my eyes off the road for a second. Not even that long. That split-second changed everything.” The memory of that moment took me back to the images of Ashley’s silent scream, my can of Skoal flying, the contents of her purse flying everywhere as she vanished out of the window. It was as if a giant hand had snatched her out. Like it was all meant to be. 

“What happened, Terrance?”

“A truck sideswiped us, and we went spinning. I can’t say how many times the car flipped. Five or six, maybe. Ashley died after the first flip, they say. She’d taken her seatbelt off to get close to me, and that was when it happened—just in that second. The tire blew from the impact, and I wasn’t prepared for it. Not at all. I’d just put brand new tires on the thing, and I didn’t even see the truck until it was too late. It all happened so fast. That’s what they say isn’t it?” 

I rubbed my mouth, which felt incredibly dry at the moment. Nothing a good drink wouldn’t fix. My mind buzzed and I patted myself for a cigarette pack, which, of course, I didn’t have. I’d planned on giving it all up for Detra. But that was earlier—much earlier. Before I found out she’d been shot. Maybe it was me. Maybe it was all me. I’m cursed. I know I’m cursed. 

Carrie Jo touched my arm and I remembered myself. “Sorry. It’s just hard to talk about. In that split-second, everything changed. I walked away from the accident with just a scratch on my arm. Ashley was dead. I found her, and she was unrecognizable. The car fell on...it crushed her. She was crushed to death, but they say it all happened in a few seconds. I guess they’d have to say that. You never hear the police say things like, ‘Man, she suffered. I know she suffered. I know it surprised and scared her, and that she suffered. You couldn’t convince me otherwise. I was at the scene.”

“God, I’m sorry, TD. That must have been very difficult to process, to find the person you love dead so horrifically.” 

The older man returned to the poky waiting room. He didn’t linger, though. He made his way to the water cooler and filled a cup of water. Chugging it down, he greeted us politely and left again. Water sounded like a good idea. I licked my lips and decided to do the same thing. After crumpling the cup and throwing it away, I sat beside Carrie Jo again. 

“It was, but it only got worse.”

“Worse? What do you mean?” Her pretty face watched me quizzically. 

“For the next six months, I saw Ashley everywhere I went.”

She tapped the side of the vinyl chair and put her hand to her mouth. “No way. Are you serious?”

“Hell yeah, I’m serious. Who would joke about that? I didn’t just see her. Not like a face in a crowd or someone that looked like her. It was Ashley Dubose, and she was bleeding, and those eyes...those empty eyes stared through me. At least she wasn’t all broken and smashed up, not like she had been, but it was still terrible. I felt like a crazy person. Imagine sitting in economics class and your dead girlfriend is standing in the corner of the room? Only no one else can see her, just you. She’s staring and bleeding from her eyes and her nose and her mouth. It happened every day for months. I had to quit school because I couldn’t control my fear.” 

“That sounds horrible. How did you cope?” 

I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. Why again was I talking about all this? Oh yeah, for Detra. I had to get right for her. “My parents tried every way they knew to help me. They’re nice people. Medication, grief counseling, therapy, but nothing worked for me. Finally, one afternoon, my grandmother picked me up. It had been a rough weekend. The visitations had gotten so bad I didn’t want to leave the house, not even for school. Anyway, Granny Kaye came over one day. She knew all about what I’d been going through. She didn’t tell me where we were going or anything. We pulled into the parking lot of Valhalla Cemetery, and she grabbed my hands and started praying for me. When she was done, she handed me a notecard and a pen. She told me to write Ashley a note. I thought that was a crazy idea, but she was adamant. I wrote five words: I’m sorry. I loved you. We took the card and some flowers to Ashley’s grave.” 

I took a deep breath and continued, “She told me to read it out loud, and I did. I cried the whole time, but I read it. I left the card and the flowers on the grave, and I didn’t see Ashley ever again after that. Granny and I never talked about it for the rest of her life, but I will always be grateful for what she did.” 

“It must have been terrifying to see her over and over like that. I’m glad you got resolution, though. It sounds like your grandmother knew her stuff.” Carrie Jo glanced at me hopefully. “But what does this have to do with that night in the Moonlight Garden, TD? Oh, my gosh! Did she come back?”

“No, it was not poor Ashley. I saw another ghost, the one that was reaching for Ashland. Isla, I think her name was.” 

Carrie Jo shivered and nodded. “You saw her? Where? Do you see her now?”

“I saw her everywhere. And worse. Sometimes...”

“What? What is it?”

I clasped my hands and breathed deep. It did not help me. I felt empty, kind of dead myself, like a dried-out old husk. That was right. I was a husk of my former self. 

“Sometimes I’d wake up, and she’d be on top of me. I’d scream, and she would disappear. It happened frequently when Detra Ann and I were spending the night together. I think my screaming scared Detra Ann half to death. She thought I was having nightmares, but they weren’t like nightmares, CJ—they were real. Isla visited me, and she did other things I didn’t want her to. She was really there, just like Ashley. Only I could smell Isla, feel her...and even taste her. And when I fought her, she would change, and I would be kissing a dead thing, a corpse. I wanted to die. My soul started dying. Anyway, that was when I started drinking. I thought if I was drunk, I wouldn’t see her. It worked for a little while.” 

But not anymore. You can’t hide from me forever, sweet Terrance Dale. 

Shut up and go away, evil bitch! 

If Carrie Jo only knew about the war going on inside me. She’d probably call the psych floor and ask them to come pick me up. 

“I am so sorry. I had no idea you were going through that.” She put her arms around my neck and hugged me. I returned the hug and lingered in the arms of my living friend. “We’re here for you, you know. Don’t shut us out.” 

“The problem is I am still going through it, and I don’t know what to do about her.” 

It was her turn to pace the floor now. “Why didn’t you tell us before? We’re your friends, TD. We care about you. Ashland and I would never have let you fight her by yourself.” 

“What does she want from me? Why me? That’s the part I can’t figure out, Carrie Jo. Why me? I’m not Ashland. And now I don’t have Granny Kaye in my corner, unless you believe in heaven and such. I know she did. She was a praying woman, and I’ve never been much for faith and prayer. Detra Ann tried to help me, just like Granny Kaye, but she couldn’t. She didn’t know what to do, and she has no idea about Ashley.” My voice dropped to a whisper. “Or that Isla is lurking around. I can’t blame her for dumping me. I am a mess! I don’t blame her, and I don’t blame you, Carrie Jo.” 

“Now I know, and together we can fight her. We will figure out why this is happening. Believe it or not, I think I’ve seen her too.” She admitted something to me I hadn’t counted on and couldn’t have imagined. “I think she’s responsible for Detra Ann.”

I couldn’t hide my surprise. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I found this package at my house. It’s Mia’s handwriting. It was in my house for a month, and there is no way Ashland or I would have missed it. Isla made sure I found it. I guess it was her. Something did, anyway.” She chewed on her lip as she remembered something or other. “I opened the envelope, and inside was a small book. It was a collection of biographies, but the main story was about an actress named Delilah Iverson.”

I still had no idea how any of this was relevant to my situation or Detra Ann’s. “I’ve never heard of her.” 

“Me either. I haven’t finished reading it yet, but that’s the kind of thing Isla would do. She would inspire someone to help her. Maybe she wanted to inspire you with her charm, and when that didn’t work, she got ugly. Death hasn’t slowed her down. But besides that unexpected package, I’ve seen someone move out of the corner of my eye. If I am alone in my house, she sails past my door, and I hear her giggle. It’s bone-chilling.” 

“I know that feeling,” I agreed. “Yes, it is.” 

She paused in front of me and shoved her hands in her blue jeans pockets. “Isla’s been leaving my front door open and scattering leaves everywhere. I don’t know what to do about her either. When Ashland comes home, I guess we’ll all be having a ‘come to Jesus meeting’ because she is affecting us all. And there’s more...” 

Before she could tell me anything else, we were interrupted. Mrs. Dowd came in smelling like an entire perfumery of fragrance. The woman did like her aromatics. Before I could greet her, she began her criticism of me. 
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