           A young girl stares intently at the swirling gray mists outside her small schoolroom.  It is a dreary, uneventful afternoon; better for sleeping than for waking (as if most weren’t already asleep in their lives.)  She hears the chirping of a small bluebird.  He is perched delicately on a branch that lightly scrapes a window.  This is not the “Bluebird of Happiness,” however. This bluebird sings a strange, melancholic lyric…a hauntingly, beautiful echo which is both sensual and hypnotic. And so are the young woman’s eyes…sensual and hypnotic.   They have an ultramarine hue, not unlike the feathered dress of the bluebird.

     The young student, holding a poem, rises from her desk. Her appearance is disheveled. She wears an unattractive dress that is wrinkled, and her dark brown hair is uncombed. She is pale and gaunt, with an unusually solemn face.

.    Once more, the bluebird sings, as if he is the woman’s accompanist.  She addresses the class in a shy, quivering tone,  “My poem is entitled “Sarah’s House.”  Some sniggers and rude comments emanate from a few classmates. The young girl’s name is Jenna May.  And she recites a poem very deep in her consciousness.

Sarah’s House

The outline of a ghostly form,

With hair that flows like angel’s grace,

I see her walk down corridors,

Inside that dark, abandoned place.

Soft moonlight dulls the shattered panes,

That seep bright crimson on the ground,

As Ivy Fingers clutch the stone,

Which crumbles slowly with this sound…

That whispers, “Sarah is her name.

She keeps these cold and empty rooms.

It’s all that’s left…her house is bare…

An empty shell; a soulless tomb!

They say she wept too many times, 

And begged her lover there to stay,

But, when he chose not to reply,

She took her life that bright, spring day.

And now, she searches in her house

To find the love she could not keep,

She will not stop till he returns,

She’ll wait until Eternity!

      Most of the listeners sit very quietly after the reading, but a few immature and jealous classmates become fueled by negative peer pressure.

      “What a sad thing…that poem made me feel so-o-o-o-o mushy inside.”

     “Yeah, it made me want to wail! Boo-Hoo!!”

      On and on it goes, one vicious remark feeding another, as Jenna stands there feeling helpless.

      “Just leave Jenna May alone guys!” an attractive brunette with hazel eyes, Alyssa James, defends her friend staunchly.  “Just because you don’t understand her…”

       Then, Miss Erma Pembrooke, the English teacher who has given the class a free-verse poem assignment, tries to take control of the unruly situation.

      “You may sit down, young lady,” Miss Pembrooke, the English Teacher, directs Sarah. “ And the rest of you hooligans can settle right now!”

     “Poor Jenna,” Alyssa thinks.  “She was once a happy and popular girl here at Bedley High.  Now, she is a remnant of her former self…her grades are slipping, and her enthusiasm gone.  She doesn’t listen to what anyone is saying, as if she were caught in another time or…another place. No one, not even her parents and counselor, can pinpoint exactly what triggered this dramatic change. 

     “All right class,” Miss Pembrooke speaks authoritatively, “the dismissal bell is about to ring, and your school day will soon be over. John Miller and Ken Snyder, our two class clowns who led the other students in an embarrassing mockery of Jenna’s lovely poem…I would like to see you after class!”

     The bell rings, and the other students leave the classroom, giggling and chattering. 

     “You know,” whispers a classmate, “I think Jenna visits that Sarah Carter’s abandoned house up on Dire Hill regularly!”  

     “You mean, that run-down, creepy place that’s supposed to be haunted!” another student responds.

      “Well, if you stop and think about it, Jenna seemed to change…and all her friends agree…when she started to explore that house. I mean, the place is just too horrid to even go in…and Jenna writes a poem about the place, and Sarah Carter, as if she knew the whole story.  No one knows what really happened to Sarah Carter, except that she died in that house, and that she had a fiancé that left her.

      The other student continues,   “And, the eeriest thing, is that when some kids

go parking up there, they report seeing the outline of a woman’s form standing in the second floor window, as if a light was turned on INSIDE the house!”

     “It’s creepy…just too creepy.  Like my Mom says, bad spirits pick on vulnerable and weak souls…or young people. They’re the easiest!!”

    “ Yeah, Sure…that’s a pile of crap. Hey, let’s get outta here…I’m sure Jenna is just going through a phase, or something. I hate this “Spook Talk!” 

     The two female classmates shrug their shoulders and look back at Jenna with empathy before exiting the classroom.

        Jenna is still sitting at her desk, covering her face with her hands…bent over like a wounded animal.  Alyssa James, her one, true ally, touches Jenna’s shoulder, and offers kindly…  “C’mon, Jenna…let’s get out of here!”

    As Jenna and Alyssa walk down the front steps of Bedley High…Alyssa notices Jenna’s face begin to light up. They are moving faster now, down the

walkway and onto the street…and Alyssa dreads what she knows is coming next.

     “Alyssa!”  Jenna blurts out excitedly, “Let’s go to the old house!”  Jenna grabs Alyssa’s arm tightly, her cold grip feeling like a vise. Jenna leers at Alyssa with a wanton, almost carnivorous look in her eyes.  It’s as if Jenna had become another person suddenly…between the schoolhouse and the street…an aggressive, and driven creature…who wouldn’t take “NO” for an answer!

     “Jenna!” Alyssa implores in an irritated tone, “You told me yesterday that we would NOT have to set foot in that rat-trap again!  You know, Jenna, you must spend entire days researching and exploring that abandoned building. We shouldn’t even go there.  Did you ever stop and think that maybe your obsession with the old “ Sarah Carter House” is the reason for your depression and your strange behavior? Why, you even wrote a poem about it!”

     “Shut-up,Alyssa…SHUT-UP!!,  Jenna growls. “Are you going with me OR NOT?!”

    “Alright, Jenna, Alright!!” Alyssa responds. “You know, you scare me sometimes. Your moods change so quickly…it’s like you’re somebody else!”

     “Look,” Jenna asks in a calmer tone, “Can we take your car again?”

     “Sure, if we don’t stay long.  My parents will be really angry if I stay out too late. It’s almost a forty- minute drive.  I can’t believe you used to walk out there from school, Jenna.”

      The two girls get into Alyssa’s small four-door. They leave from the Bedley High School student parking lot, and travel the windy and desolate road to Dire Hill, the address of the Carter House. As they approach the run-down structure, Alyssa observes the features which make this abandoned hovel so detestable; the tentacles of deep green ivy that almost smother the weathered stone, the two, ornate pillars at the entrance with angry, gargoyle heads at their bases, and the shattered windows and doors that hang onto the sinking frame for dear life.  Alyssa parks the car close to the house, and both girls get out. They observe the decaying structure that seems to beckon Jenna. 

    “ Dear Lord!”  Alyssa snaps, “ Just looking at this place gives me the creeps!”

     “Be Quiet!” Jenna snaps at Alyssa. “Be, Quiet! Or you might just wake up THE DEAD!”

     “Don’t start talking like that, Jenna!”

     “But…don’t you hear it?  That sound…listen, very quietly.  It’s like a soft, and gentle murmur…perhaps the beating of a heart…a broken heart…and the wind seems to echo that murmur, as if someone is calling…Help Me!”  Jenna’s eyes are fixated on a window in the second floor of the building.

     “Stop it, NOW, Jenna!”  Alyssa commands.  “I don’t hear anything, because you’re listening to something in your imagination!   This is SO SICK!  We’re going home, right now!”

     “No, no…wait, Alyssa!  Jenna seems to wake abruptly from her trance as Alyssa speaks. “ I’ll stop, I promise, I’ll stop!”

     “Alright, then, Jenna, if we are going to go in, let’s do this NOW!  The sun will set in an hour.”

     Jenna and Alyssa gingerly climb the broken steps that lead to a huge and sunken front porch.  The thick and tangled ivy swings in their faces as they push back the crumbling front doors. They both cough as clouds of thick dust and clusters of spider webs greet them as they enter the building.

     “This was Sarah’s House, you know, Alyssa…the one in my poem!”

     “Yes, Jenna, you have given me this litany over and over again…”

     “Sarah…Sarah Carter,” Jenna continues, “who was the last of the Carter family to live here.  She was a beautiful, kind, and talented girl.  She departed this life at about our age.”

     “Departed this life? DEPARTED this life?  What kind of talk is that, Jenna?

You never talked like that before!”

     Jenna ignores Alyssa’s comments as the darkness outside begins to set in. An owl hoots loudly, as if a drum is pounding in Alyssa’s ears.  Alyssa feels a sudden wave of caution…almost, an omen…telling her that she never should have entered the Carter House this night!  But, she felt so sorry for her troubled friend…

     As Jenna and Alyssa move into the deserted interior, an icy chill seems to permeate every room. Unbelievable, that after all this time…no one even tried to remove any furniture, curtains, or other objects from the premises. Even the kitchen and bathrooms are vacated as if someone just suddenly disappeared.

Dust-laden towels and even dishes and cups remain.  Alyssa tries to mentally bridge the gap between what was, and is now, a morose replica of much happier times. How dark and sullen everything seems…as if this was not just a structure decaying, but some LIVING THING decaying too.  What a strange, yet sad aura this house emanates.

     “Let’s go upstairs!” Jenna insists. “ You’ve never seen the upstairs.”

     “Are you sure we should, Jenna?” Alyssa speaks nervously. “I-I mean, are you really sure the house is abandoned.  How do you know?”

     “Know that someone doesn’t own this place?  That someone doesn’t  “ live” her sometimes. C’mon…look around.  Do you really believe anyone ALIVE would occupy this place?”

    “ What do you mean, Jenna…anyone “alive?”

     “C’mon, c’mon…  “scardy-cat”…Jenna grabs Alyssa’s arms, her fingernails almost scratching Alyssa’s skin.  “Let’s go!”

     Alyssa can’t believe how Jenna has changed.  “What has happened to my friend?” she questions.

     At the very top of the stairs, Jenna and Alyssa enter what once was a young girl’s room.  This is obvious from the yellowed and tattered frills of the bedspread, curtains, rugs, and the delicate ivory furniture.  The room is exceptionally tidy, with a slight floral aroma in the musty stillness. 

     “Uh, don’t you think this is very strange, Jenna…the upstairs of this house has been abandoned with even more things left behind than the downstairs?”

     But, Jenna’s back is turned to Alyssa.  Jenna ignores Alyssa’s remarks as she stares rigidly out the second story bedroom window.

     Jenna, although feeling nervous now, continues to observe the room intently.  She notices a small dressing table in front of another window.  It is uncanny! All of the objects on the table appear in perfect arrangement…as if someone had left them prepared for their use!   A tarnished gold-filigreed brush, comb, and mirror set in the center, an elegant ceramic washbasin and pitcher rest to the left, and an array of fancy perfume flasks sit neatly beside each other to the right.  In the back of these objects are weathered photographs; perhaps a dozen of so images of the same young man.  The face which stares back from the intricate cloisonné frames is that of an incredibly handsome youth, with dark, curly hair, chiseled features, and brown, piercing eyes.  He appears to the far side in some of the pictures, as if someone was missing.  Alyssa notices that the face is familiar.

And she wonders…where is the infamous Sarah?

        “Jenna, this young man looks like…like…”

       “Like Joshua Smith, I know, Alyssa the new guy at school! Amazing, isn’t it, the resemblance!  Josh has a crush on you, Alyssa.  All the kids are talking about it!”

      “He’s not my type,” Alyssa responds, uninterested, more concerned with the missing space in the pictures.

      “But, Jenna, there isn’t a picture of Sarah, as you have described her in your poem, not a one!” 

     “Yes, but there IS, Alyssa.  Well, not a picture exactly.  Just look to the side of the dressing table.”

      Alyssa’s heart starts pounding wildly.  She can’t understand why she didn’t see them before!  But, directly to the side of the dressing table, at eye’s view, hang a row of Alarmingly Real, Detailed Masks!  They stare at Alyssa,

like some eerie sentinel in a razor-sharp row!  Their eyes pierce through Alyssa like a sharp blade!

    “J-Jenna,” Alyssa remarks in a quivering tone, “But, these are all masks…Jenna…not portraits!”

     “Look more closely, Alyssa!”  Jenna lowers her voice in a condescending manner.  “Just LOOK at the woman’s face that stands out among them!”

     Alyssa opens her mouth in awe, “Why…IT’S SARAH…ISN”T IT?”

     Again, Alyssa can’t believe what she had not seen before! Were her powers of observation failing her, or were these things just mysteriously APPEARING!  Because, NOW, she notices the mask of lovely, young girl…with creamy, white skin, sad, turquoise eyes, and blonde, flowing waves. Something like the image described in Jenna’s poem!

     “IT’S  SARAH!”  Jenna announces loudly.  “Isn’t she so very beautiful!”

     Startled by Jenna’s increasingly aggressive voice and manner, Alyssa agrees in a placating tone,  “Yes she is very beautiful, Jenna. And how sad that someone so young and hopeful, as you expressed so wonderfully in your poem, had her heart broken at such a young age!  Do you have any idea what happened?”

     “She was in love!”  Jenna’s eyes fixate on the mask of Sarah Carter as she speaks somberly, compassionately. “She was MADLY in love with Joshua!…er-a-the young man in the pictures who looks like Joshua!  And she slit her wrists with a scissor when she found out that her lover betrayed her…with another young girl…who looks exactly LIKE YOU!!”

     A chilling bolt runs through Alyssa.  “Jenna, what are you saying?  How could YOU possibly know the details of a story about Sarah Carter and her fiancé that NOBODY in this town knew, including the authorities? Sure, as the legend goes, there was blood …but no one knows if it was Sarah’s, because Sarah disappeared mysteriously…”

     “I know IT WAS Sarah’s Blood!”  Jenna shouts angrily.  “I know, Alyssa, because I Have Spoken to Sarah!!”

     “What, Jenna?” Alyssa can’t believe what she is hearing!!  “What ARE you SAYING?  How, Jenna, How could you speak to a DEAD PERSON?!”  I mean Sarah died twenty, maybe twenty-five years ago!”  

     “No, Alyssa, No!!  Haven’t you been paying attention to anything! Sure, the people in this little town have made up stories; about this house, the family that lived here…the  “ghost they see in the window.”  But, no one knows anything…it’s like the people here are half-asleep.  Gossip, idle gossip…that’s all they really care about…chattering, laughing…just like the kids in class today!!”

     “But, I didn’t laugh, Jenna, I didn’t!”

     “Jenna, the truth is…Sarah Carter died over a hundred years ago!!”

     Alyssa feels suddenly nauseous!  Her heart is beating wildly as she knows she must escape immediately…because if Sarah died over a hundred years ago, then why is all this furniture and belongings still intact and arranged as if someone just left?!  Alyssa runs for the bedroom door, but it closes abruptly on it’s own!  Then, Jenna moves slowly toward Alyssa, with the glazed stare she had exhibited so many times before, only now it is much more intense and EERIE!!  

    “ Sarah Carter called to me, Alyssa…in dream, in whispers…the Dead have a way of communicating with the Living, just as Nature has a way of communicating in unspoken messages, and unseen signs.  You just have to listen, Alysssssaaaaa…” Jenna moves even closer to Alyssa, as Alyssa tries to run…but Alyssa can’t move.  

     “What is happening to me, Jenna?!  Alyssa pleads. “What is happening here?”

      “From the moment we entered tonight, Alyssa, the house was changing.

There is no furniture here.  There are no rugs, no curtains, no tables, and no chairs in this place.  Only, for us, everything is going backwards… can’t you feel the house coming to life, as if it is an entity?”

Alyssa feels paralyzed, forced to listen to Jenna…who keeps moving towards her with a hideous glare.  Alyssa tries to scream, but she can’t even raise her voice!

     “Alyssa, I didn’t write that poem I read today…Sarah wrote it!  She communicated it to me in a dream.  And we are here today, because Now is the Time!  Sarah has been waiting a long, long time…waiting so patiently…the pain of unrequited love, of betrayal…IT LIVES on long after a person has died!

It thrives, it grows…becoming stronger and stronger!!”

     “I don’t Understand what is happening, Jenna…What am I doing here? What did I do…?”  Alyssa wants to scream, but the more she struggles, the weaker she feels!

     “I told you, you look like the girl who was with Sarah’s lover…just as Joshua Smith is a match for the young man who lived so long ago…Sarah has been waiting…for generations.”  Then, as if some unknown voice is beckoning…  Jenna looks at the masks. Alyssa realizes with dead certainty the gravity of her actions tonight.  Her natural vulnerability and compassion have set her up for a string of events beyond human comprehension, or “ earthly” comprehension.  She recalls the comment a classmate made earlier when the dismissal bell rang.  “Like my Mom says, bad spirits pick on vulnerable and weak souls, or young people.  They’re the easiest!”

     Alyssa senses a presence in the bedroom…in the House Itself!  Someone, or something is watching ALL OF THIS!!  And the room is changing!  It’s as if time is moving even further into REVERSE.  The weathered, dust-laden bedroom is becoming NEW AGAIN!  The curtains, the bedspread, the rugs, the furniture are transforming from decaying, yellow-gray remnants to fresh and colorful décor!

     “Oh My Lord, Jenna,” Alyssa can hardly form the words, her voice weak, as Jenna has moved directly in front of her. “I still don’t understand how this all started, with you, and Sarah Carter’s history…”

     “ I was driven to examine my own family history, Alyssa, when these feelings of mine started.  I found out what my parents, and my grandparents had known for years…in their typical, small-town minds…they wanted to keep their “skeletons” in their closets…in THIS STINKING LITTLE HELL- HOLE of A TOWN… everyone thinks they can keep the world out…hide their dirty little secrets…WELL, I FOUND OUT… my great-grandfather was ADAM CARTER!

  I am a direct descendent of Sarah Carter!  That is why she “spoke” to me! And that is WHY I have to help her!  You see it’s nothing personal with you Alyssa. But, you were so receptive. And the plan fell into place so perfectly with the resemblances…”

     Alyssa can’t move or talk now, as if some paralyzing toxin is flowing in her veins.  She SCREAMS in HORROR!  And the bedroom continues it’s strange metamorphosis…as does the day…outside the windows, Alyssa can see it is daylight…birds are chirping, it must be springtime, the time when Sarah lost…

     Jenna moves away from Alyssa suddenly, and Alyssa, somehow, realizes she can turn towards the bedroom door.  But, then, she is frozen again.  The door is OPENING!  A shadowy figure is standing in the doorway to the room.  A strange gray mist swirls about her, not unlike the gray mists outside the schoolroom today.  And as the dust subsides, standing in front of Alyssa James is Sarah Carter HERSELF!!  It must be…She is so beautiful, in a white, antique, and flowing gown, long blonde curls, and creamy, white skin.  But, her eyes…her brilliant, turquoise eyes, betray a lonely and agonized soul…a tortured and angry spirit…that has come back TO LIFE!! As Alyssa stands helplessly, Sarah begins to speak to Jenna. The voice is soft, an innocuous whisper.

     “My mask…that’s all we need now, Jenna.  I will take care of Josh…my lover has returned!  And you will be yourself again…everything will go as planned!”

     “Oh, MY GOD!” Alyssa panics, as her heart races. She realizes the mysterious “venom” which paralyzes her body now is also clouding her vision.

Her mind tries to grasp what she has just heard, “Josh will be taken care of…all we need is the mask…” Wait a minute…The Mask is coming towards her…Jenna must be…She is putting the mask…THE MASK OF SARAH! onto Alyssa’s face …Alyssa can make it out…just barely now!  It is ice-cold… ICE-COLD! like the Grave must be…the mask is on her Alyssa’s now, as she begins to lose consciousness…to lose HERSELF( she thinks)…GET IT OFF!! SOMEBODY HELP ME!!  SOMEONE… HELP ME-E-E-E!!…”

~

      “What happened?” Alyssa pulls herself up, as if she has been lying down on 

the cold, wooden floor for hours.  “I must have blacked out!  I-I must still be in the bedroom of the Carter House.”  

      Alyssa walks toward the window, and notices it is morning…a bright, sunny morning.  Hadn’t she come there last evening with Jenna, and the deserted house was filled with furnishings, and Jenna was acting funny, and Sarah came back to LIFE!!… Look…LOOK…Alyssa says to herself, almost laughing a sigh of relief… “There is no furniture here, no dressing table, no photos, or MASKS! It was all a Dream!  A terrible nightmare!  And I am conscious…I am Alive, and I can move!”  Alyssa speaks excitedly to herself.

     “Jenna!” Alyssa calls to her friend. “ Jenna, where are you?”

     No one answers.

     “Jenna, answer me!”

     Still, no one answers.

     Alyssa quickly opens the bedroom door, runs down the flight of broken stairs to the empty first floor, and calls out again, “Jenna, answer me!”

     Suddenly, the knowledge that she can leave this horrible, abandoned place overcomes any desire to locate Jenna, and Alyssa quickly approaches the front door. Her peripheral vision spots something in a tarnished mirror to her right, but Alyssa ignores it.  She grabs the doorknob, but her hand passes THROUGH IT!  She is terrified once more!  Soon, Alyssa realizes that she can move her entire body THROUGH THE FRONT DOOR ONTO THE PORCH! She is diaphanous…a specter… “What is going on?!” she screams, but she can hear NO Sound Coming Out of Her Own Mouth!!  Slowly, fearfully, Alyssa moves toward the mirror she had seen something in moments before.  What she discovers is BEYOND ALL HUMAN COMPREHENSION!!  The reflection that stares back at her is SARAH CARTER!!  “I AM SARAH CARTER.”  Alyssa sees the physical reflection of Sarah; the soft, creamy skin, the flowing, blonde hair, turquoise eyes, and delicate, long dress…  but Alyssa knows that she is still “Alyssa” inside! “What insidious EVIL, what unspeakable CURSE has been passed on me? Was it the Mask?”  Alyssa screams, with no voice…and no corporeal presence!  

She can’t feel, or taste, or touch anything or anyone anymore, and she can never leave this house!  Alyssa tries to scream once again…out a half opened window…

“HELP ME!  SOMEBODY, HELP ME!!”   And then she sees a young couple walking towards the house.  Alyssa thinks very quickly…”Yes, Yes…I’ll go back upstairs.  To Sarah’s bedroom, and look outside the window!  I’ll stand in front of the window…in the same exact spot that the townspeople said they had seen a ghostly figure!!  These two coming towards the house will SURELY

see me!! I will motion to them…perhaps they can read my lips!  YES, there is still HOPE!!”

 Oh, let them notice me!! They’re coming closer…please SEE ME!!  I can make out their faces now…I-I…NO, NO…THIS CANNOT BE!”

     Standing in the front yard are two young people…obviously sweethearts, as they can look at nothing else but each other.  They are holding hands and laughing.  Soon, they sit down close together on a grassy mound.  Alyssa watches helplessly, but can hear their conversation very clearly.

     “I love you, and I am so glad you waited for me to make the first move!” the attractive, brunette coos in the young man’s ear!!

     “I can’t explain it, but it’s as if we were meant for each other…as if this was meant to be!”  the handsome, dark-haired lad echoes to his love.

     “Do you hear it?” the young girl asks.

     “Hear what?” the young man replies.

     “The bluebird, perched delicately on a branch outside the second-floor window.  It sings such a sad, yet sweet melody!”

     “Yes, I hear it now,” he replies. “How beautiful…just like your words.”

      The two lock themselves in a passionate embrace, and make a solemn promise to each other.

     “I will love you FOREVER, ALYSSA JAMES!”

     “I will love you FOREVER, JOSHUA SMITH!”

      As Alyssa stares at this scene from the window, she can no longer feel a heart beating inside her chest, but instead a nauseating terror filling her soul… for that is all she has left!  And as she looks down at the two lovers on the front lawn, the young, brunette woman stares up at her with a malevolent grin…and Alyssa is certain that those hazel eyes are turning a deep and glaring turquoise…because she knows that it is SARAH, NOW…WHO IS STARING UP AT HER, ALYSSA… “THE GHOSTLY IMAGE IN THE SECOND FLOOR BEDROOM WINDOW!!”
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