                              It is so sad as I open the pages to my deceased mother’s journal.  I feel as if I’m violating some personal trust, a treasure…but I must find the answers to so many questions.  I carefully open the golden snap on the jeweled leather binder.  It has a beautifully scripted “C” on the cover…for Celia, my mother’s given name.  It reads…

My Dearest Journal                 Celia Reinhart                  Entry #1- June 7, 2003

     I stare at the horrible lines creeping down my face…like some incredible and insidious scavenger, wiping out the lush and moist field that once thrived there.

Everyday, this insatiable disease called “Aging” consumes a little more…       grasping, clawing at Youth Itself!  Oh Youth, once my loyal, dependable companion, so eager to leave me now!  Weakness, decay, and destruction…all these things seem SO REAL to me NOW!!  I hear the clock ticking…tick, tick, less time left…tick, tick, tick, less life left…tick, tick, tick…as the days become hours, and the hours become minutes…with clarity and energy dissipating just as desperately as the physical beauty (which longs to desert me now!!)  WHY? WHY? WHY? Does THIS HAVE TO HAPPEN?!  I MUST find a way to stop this!  Not just surgery, or kind words (oh, I just HATE that comment, “It’s not so bad!! It’s not so bad…getting older!!”)

    June 7, 2003- That was the date of this entry into my deceased mother’s journal.  I had to find some reason for her sudden death. Sure, the doctors said that it was cardiac arrest. But, something just wasn’t right!  It didn’t make sense.  Even “Starlite Herbs” in downtown Bedley, where my mother purchased that infernal cream, “Eterna”, closed down mysteriously after her death!  And my Mother’s cruel young gynecologist, Dr.Sarah Martin, was so slow in her follow-up, telling us all the time… “Mrs. Reinhart is doing fine, fine.  Her blood tests are normal.”  Even the family doctor, Andrea Michelle, said, “Your mother’s health is fine!” But, I didn’t believe them.  After all, the Bedley Memorial Hospital wasn’t known for its excellent service or follow-up!

     And now, as I sit in a corner of my mother’s beautiful home (my home, now) I found this precious, pink leather diary locked away in her personal belongings.  I am certain she didn’t want ANYONE to read it!  But, I must…it could very well give me the answers that I’m looking for.   Gee, I wonder why everything is so white here… she must have changed the décor!  I must read further!

My Dearest Journal                          Celia Reinhart              Entry #2- June8, 2003

       I am elated!  I believe that I have found the answer to my prayers, dearest diary!!  I visited an Herb Center in town, “Starlite Herbs,” and met an old schoolmate of mine…Sally Hays! Well, I just could not BELIEVE my EYES!!

Sally has to be fifty-five years old, but she looked…well TWENTY-FIVE at the oldest!! You know, it’s not just that she looked good for being 55; it’s that she appears to have aged no more than TWENTY-FIVE YEARS!  Her skin is smooth, supple, unlined on her face, neck, and arms…why, everywhere visible!!  In addition, there is an overall glow…such vitality, to her…that only YOUTH, GLORIOUS YOUTH (in all it’s majesty) can deliver!  I MUST find out tomorrow!  

I was feeling so badly today…I had to leave before I had a chance to talk to her!

 Well, after reading that, I’m not at all surprised!  I just KNEW IT!!  Sally Hays!! That little WHORE!!  Mama told me who she was.  That Sally Hays, with her long, blonde hair, curvy figure. Why, all the guys just ADORED HER!!  But, Mama was a quiet, sweet person.  She wouldn’t insult anyone! But, I can say this now!  That Sally was a SLUT!!  And Mama, well, she was pretty in her own right!  She just came from a strict Italian family.  Mama dare not hope to get a date, much less an encounter!!  Strict, repressive sexual attitudes, handed done from a long line of repressed women…her mother, her grandmother, her great-grandmother!!  A bunch of dried-up old bags, if you ask me!!  Well, I must keep reading, to get some closure here!

My Dearest Journal                          Celia Reinhart            Entry #3- June 9, 2003

     I revisited the “Starlite Herbs” establishment again today.  I was feeling only a little better, and thought I should take advantage of this lovely, sunny day!  And, Dearest Journal, I had a chance to speak with Sally!  Personally, she seemed a little hesitant with me. I don’t think that she wanted to reveal her secret for staying so young looking!  But, finally, she broke down, and told me a story she said no one had ever heard before ME!

     “Celia!” Sally explained, “I had the most glorious opportunity to visit Greece last year.  You know the romantic land of the “Gods and Goddesses in Greek and Roman Mythology!  So, you see, I happened to be visiting the Parthenon, and for some strange reason, I met up with an old woman who claimed she had found the SECRET TO ETERNAL YOUTH!!  However, just looking at the numerous lines and creases on this person’s face, of course, I asked this old woman why she hadn’t used it herself!  She replied that it was too late for her; that “THE SECRET” must be used before the “Blossom of Youth” had completely abandoned the user!!  Then the curious lady handed me six huge jars in a small wicker basket.  She described the mixture as “The Most Sweetly Scented Oils of the Earth, Moon, and Stars!”  An elixir of Forever, in essence! Then, she simply asked me for a small amount of money in exchange for the jars, and before I knew it…she seemed to just disappear into thin air!!”

    When Sally had finished telling this story to me, she handed me a sparkling glass jar of the stuff. She said she had the large amount she brought back put into twenty-two specially made containers. After that, none would be left.  But, she assured me that the mysterious old lady in Greece had instructed her to use “ONE THIMBLEFUL PER YEAR!”  The old lady explained that the vapors released when putting the mixture on were powerful in themselves!  “Use it sparingly,” Sally warned, “because it has one very serious side effect if not used properly!”

     Upon reading this second journal entry, I am not shocked! That cream!! I knew Sally did something to my Mama. Oh, Mama, why did you have to be so obsessed with your looks? So what, so you were getting older. People still loved you. Papa loved you. Your family and me, Mama; we loved you! You didn’t have to constantly prove yourself to me…to everyone. So what, you weren’t famous, or rich, or any of the things my grandmother (your mother) pushed you to be. You had to BE Perfect! All the time, you thought you had to be PERFECT! Perfect student, perfect mother, perfect appearances, a perfect life…A HORRIBLE LIFE…YOU HAD A HORRIBLE LIFE MAMA!  Always trying to live up to impossible expectations! Oh, God, you must have been in such pain, such anxiety! I wish that I could reach out to THE GRAVE and touch you, now! Tears are streaming down my face, Mama…I just want to tell you I LOVE YOU!

     Just then, I see Dr. Madeline Smith, our family doctor, staring at me from the bedroom door.

     “Dr. Smith!” I shout. “How dare you come into my place without being invited first?”

     “Celia, I heard you crying, and I thought something was wrong.”

     “Well, nothing is WRONG! Please go away!”

     “Perhaps, you need more medication dear, to help you sleep!”

     “No, I’m fine.”

     “I see that you are writing in your journal Celia. Why, that’s wonderful. It’s a way to deal with the fantasies and the realities…a way to separate them.”

     “If you’re talking about my mother, Dr. Smith, I know what REALLY happened.  That Sally Hays killed her, just as you killed her…just as this LIFE so brutally wounded her fragile and beautiful psyche. Please leave!!”

    “Celia, just think a minute, and calm down. You KNOW that that none of what you are saying is real!!”

    “Get OUT! Just, GET OUT!!”

     The nerve of that woman! Oh, Mother, please forgive these people…I must read on…

My Dearest Journal                       Celia Reinhart                Entry #4-July 10, 2003

    “Well, tonight I opened the jar!  It was a beautiful container fashioned of gold and smoky opal glass. As I twisted off the glistening silver lid, an aroma of musk and exotic flora flooded the senses. It was intoxicating! Dearest Journal, I was soooo naughty, because as soon as my fingertips touched the pearlescent cream, something drove me to apply huge gobs of the light and silky stuff to my face! I couldn’t apply just a little! For as soon as the cream melted into my skin, it was as if the exotic elixir had a “mind of its own!”  I massaged it vigorously, passionately, around my cheeks, my forehead, and my throat! I experienced a euphoria I cannot remotely explain! 

     Then, suddenly, for some unknown reason, I felt sleepy. I must have drifted off, because when I awoke, it was daylight. And I had put the cream on in the evening.

As I raised myself off the cold, white floor, I felt very odd. Then, when I reached the bathroom, I stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror.  What stared back at me was nothing less than PHENOMENAL! Dear Lord!! Could this be REAL? In the grayish, yellow light of sunrise, I saw myself, aged twenty, maybe twenty-five, at the most! I flipped on the bathroom light to get a closer look, and it was TRUE!

I WAS YOUNGER!  As I stared at my captivating reflection, my heart pounded wildly! I observed a fresh-faced, vibrant “twentyish” young woman. There were no lines, no wrinkles! This product wasn’t a temporary lift, or a firming lotion. This was “The Fountain of Youth.” And, IT WAS MINE! What Joy! What Elation! 

     As I put down the journal, I was so comforted to know that Mother attained what she really wanted! To be YOUNG AGAIN!!  To look PERFECT!  But, I think that was what she really wanted the most!  To start OVER…to begin a PERFECT LIFE!! So many disappointments, so many failures…I can understand. But, Mama, if only you could have known…that with such a gift comes a penalty!! Your classmate in the shop had warned you…DON’T USE TOO MUCH!!  IT HAS ONE SERIOUS SIDE EFFECT! 

My Dearest Journal                      Celia Reinhart                   Entry #5- July 11, 2003

     Today was the first day, in so many years, that I actually enjoyed putting on my make-up. My skin is tight and my lips sparkle! My hair is lush and soft! Oh God, is what it was like? I cried and cried for sheer joy!

I know, Mama, that you are heading for some strangely cruel fate here! But, I must keep reading!

My Dearest Journal                       Celia Reinhart                Entry #6- July 12, 2003

     Yesiree! I’m all made up and dressed to the nines! I’ve left the house and yes, people are looking, even staring at ME, in my tight, white mini-skirt outfit (I took it out of the attic, and it’s still in style!) I am wearing high heels, and my long, dark hair is flowing freely! Strange thing, though, I met up with a young, single man who lived up the street, a Scott Bennett, who just couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw me.    “What have you done to yourself?!” he questioned me, in awe, his mouth just hanging open! 

     “WELL,” I REPLIED, “It’s my little secret!! What do you think?”

     “I think…I think you have a lot of nerve! C’mon, I’ll admit you’re an attractive woman, but, people will think…”

     “People will think I’m SO YOUNG?”

     “Listen, I know, and you certainly know, that everyone is well aware of YOUR REAL AGE!”

     “Oh, so that’s how it is!  Here I am, ready to start over, and people already are jealous, talking behind my back! They keep reminding me, of only bad things! For instance, they continually gab behind my back, reminding me again and again that my ex- husband was an abusive drunk, that he had ruined my life, and my daughters’ lives… and that there was no chance for recovery!”

     Scott tried to play dumb, like he was sympathetic, but I KNEW…I KNEW!  That Sally Hays could do whatever she wanted to! But me, I was the GOOD GIRL, the good girl from a strict, Italian family. I had an IMAGE! GA! Even with this new face and figure, I was stereotyped!

     Poor, poor Mother! It is soooo hard for me to read these passages. But, I think this next journal entry has to tell me something! It must…IT IS THE LAST!!

Dearest Journal                            Celia Reinhart                         July #7,2003

     Dear Lord, things have just not turned out the way I planned!  No one can ever start over AGAIN! No one can EVER correct their PAST MISTAKES! Even though I’m young again, people know who I AM!  I can’t exist in this town! And even if I leave, why…there is NO PLACE on earth to escape your past! My miserable memories will follow me EVERYWHERE!! My chest is aching SOOO BADLY!! That cream…it’s that CREAM! I used too much. I should have listened to that slut, Sally, anyways. It has one VERY SERIOUS SIDE EFFECT! It must be used PROPERLY!  And this is the side effect…I’m … I’m having a HEART ATTACK!!

     Mama! Mama! I knew it! You did die of a heart attack!! And it was that Sally Hay’s entire stupid fault! She never should have given you that jar! It only solved the exterior problem, not the real problems; the ones you held inside for so many, painful years! MAMA! MAMA! IT”S NOT FAIR!!

     “Celia, Celia,” a voice calls out to me in my despair. “Calm down! You are shouting!”

     “Dr. Smith, I thought I told you to leave!”

     “Celia, I can’t leave, darling! This is where I work!”

     “What are you rambling on about, Dr. Smith? This is my house! And you are an intruder!”

     “Celia, you are in EVERGREEN HAVEN! Don’t you remember? You were brought here because you were very, very sick! “

     “You are lying, because I have my dead mother’s journal right here! And she wrote that she did, in fact, have a heart attack! Because of people like you doctor, who don’t really care about other people, and that whore, Sally Hays, who gave her that infernal cream!!…My Mother is Dead, Now! She’s DEAD!!”

     “Celia, that is YOUR JOURNAL!! We’re going to have to sedate you immediately!!”

                           
%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
     An hour later, the woman named Celia Reinhart is resting quietly in the softly lit, sterile white unit at Evergreen Haven. She has been given a sedative. Two middle-aged female doctors speak very quietly as they observe their psychiatric patient. 

     “Sad, isn’t it,” remarks Dr. Andrea Michelle. “I mean, to think that Celia created such an elaborate “exit” for herself!” 

     “You mean, a “death” to the real Celia, as it were, so that Celia, herself, could survive!” Dr. Madeline Smith responds.

     “You read the journal, too, Dr. Michelle!”

     “Yes, Dr. Smith, and I find it truly amazing! How Celia distorted her reality! She believed that this hospital unit was her home. And, I was a general practitioner, and you were visiting her “dead mother’s” house!

     “I agree, Dr. Michelle. “ Celia created a twisted plot in her conscious mind to escape her beleaguered existence, including the creation of two “Celia’s”; (1) the real Celia, fifty years old, aging, and angry, and (2) Celia’s daughter, lashing out at the world for her mother’s death!  Celia had to put the real Celia to death, in order to fulfill her desire to be young again and start a new life!”

     “Well, Dr. Michelle, it was only a matter of time before Celia Reinhart would suffer a collapse. She certainly withstood a miserable existence with her abusive ex-husband of thirty years!”

     “Yes, but look at her, Dr. Smith. She does look amazing for a woman of fifty! And as far as I know, Celia was turning her life around. The young man that she mentioned in her writings was her new beau, Scott Benet. And Sally Hays…”

     “Why, Dr. Michelle, an article about a fifty-five year-old Sally Hays was just in the “Bedley Times” two weeks ago. They say she ran a “cathouse” near Altoona, Pa., and was found dead…suicide, they think…in her office. So, that explains the whore, “Sally Hays,” in Celia’s story.

     “And, Dr. Smith, it explains Celia’s repressed anger concerning a woman who never “repressed anything!”

     Suddenly, a very beautiful young woman enters the room, and introduces herself to the two doctors.

     “Why, doctors, I am very sorry, but I am a special friend of Celia Reinhart’s. My name is Athena Aristopoulos, the owner of “Starlite Herbs” in downtown Bedley.

      Dr. Smith and Dr. Michelle stare at the visitor in awe, and then look questioningly at each other.

     “Wait a minute!” remarks Dr. Smith. “Why, you’re the old Greek lady in Celia Reinhart’s journals. The one who sold the exotic cream called “Eterna!”

     “Oh, I Am the Greek Lady who has sold this cream to Celia, but…I assure you, good doctors, I am not old!!” laughs the lovely stranger. “I was so sad to hear about Celia! I believe she is looking, well, at least, physically better!”

      “So, there really is a cream called “Eterna?” Dr. Smith asks excitedly.

      “Tell us about it!!” Dr. Michelle adds, also enthusiastic.

     “I have just recently re-opened the “Starlite Herbs” shop. As you know, the silent owner, Sally Hays, died several weeks ago. Such a brutal death!! Actually, I introduced myself to Ms. Hays when I sold her the first jar of “Eterna” since I was working as a rep for my company. She really didn’t look fifty-five. More like…twenty-five, after she started using the elixir.”

     “No, I don’t think anyone around Bedley knew that Sally Hays was the silent owner of “Starlite Herbs.” Dr. Smith answers, obviously uninterested. “Uh, but, more importantly, Ms.Aristopoulos, how old are you?”

     “Ladies, I am embarrassed…it is an ancient Grecian secret I have brought to this country…to Bedley!”

     “Tell us!” both doctors implore the lovely visitor.

      “Well then, doctors…I am SIXTY!”

      “NO, IT CAN’T BE TRUE!” Dr. Smith squeals.

      “I WANT A JAR! RIGHT NOW! demands Dr. Michelle.

     “Doctors, control yourselves! I have plenty at my shop! But, I must tell you…the product is indigenous to my, shall we say, “culture”. I am not entirely certain what all the side effects might be to your skin types. And it is VERY EXPENSIVE!!

     “WHO THE HELL CARES?” exults Dr. Smith.

     “YES! We just want to look YOUNG AGAIN!!” Dr. Michelle speaks in a breathless tone.

      There is a curious twinkle in Athena’s eyes. “Two more willing customers,” she whispers. “Two more customers willing to use my family’s creation, “Eterna”, no questions asked.  Pretty soon, there will two more, then four more, then dozens, and by the time anyone can figure out what has happened; I will have made a fortune, and moved on to the next small town. Yes, my wonderful cream does produce results, it does give back YOUTH…but, at a terrible cost! The one side effect that the user will eventually experience…just as poor Celia did…even under strictest conditions… shall be INSANITY!!!!!!!!!!
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