White Lie

Scared is a funny word. People say, “I’m scared to death!” Really? You’re still here. On the other hand, they say, “Scared silly.” It is silly all right.
I was truly scared once, it was not silly, and I did not die. It happened during what was to be a fun family vacation.
For probably a decade, our family vacationed at Hampton Beach, New Hampshire. Usually the first two weeks of August when the plant where my father worked had its seasonal shut down. The five of us would pile into the car for the two hour ride eastward through Massachusetts and then northward to the New Hampshire coast, non-stop unless the Packard, and latter a series of Fords, needed gas.
To keep me and my younger sister and brother from chanting “Are we there yet?” Mom made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches kept in a small cooler on the front seat along with pint size cartons of milk.
Every year it was the same; we would pull off the highway heading down the access road to the beach and see the town’s water tower in the distance and knew our vacation had begun.
My parents would rent a cottage for a fortnight, a two-bedroom unit on a street with dozens of lookalikes, complete with a kitchen. Since eating out only happened once or twice during our time there, Mom’s view of a “vacation” was decidedly different from ours.
The daily routine seldom varied. Out of bed by 9:00 am, swim suits on, beach blankets, chairs and umbrella from the trunk of the car and then a two block walk up our street to Ocean Boulevard, the two lane strip with amusement arcades and restaurants on the west side and the spacious beach on the east.
We would cross over Ocean Boulevard set up camp halfway between the seawall and the ocean’s edge. Then the ritual of getting used to the ocean water began. Records show that on average the water temperature was 64 to 72°F around the 10th of any August. We never had a thermometer, but the serious coldness could numb your nether regions. It could take three or four days before you were accustomed to it.  
Moreover, if the water was too cold or Mom thought you were getting too much sun, you would cross back over Ocean Boulevard to the arcades and shops. 
The strip extended for blocks. It housed souvenir shops, a bakery, several restaurants, a ballroom, a movie theater and, most importantly, a series of amusement halls with shooting galleries, games of chance, and barker after barker promising that you too could be a winner.
The tough part was choosing wisely. With only eight lousy quarters, you wanted to pick the right game. Go back to the beach empty handed or worse, empty handed and back too soon, and your chances of playing again later in the afternoon were slim because of the reminder that “Money doesn’t grow on trees, kids.”
Lunch was usually at the cottage. We left our belongings on the beach and walked back to where Mom had been for the past half hour making soup and sandwiches. We would return about 1:00 pm and rest before re-entering the freezing water.
Three or four times we would go to a local restaurant, usually off beach. One dinner would be lobsters, another pizza, maybe (pre-fast food) burgers for a third, and the night before we left spaghetti and meatballs.
This was the 1950’s and the cottage was television-free. After our in-house supper, we would head on up to Ocean Boulevard and join the mix of vacationers and townies for a postprandial stroll along the boardwalk.
Dad loved brown paper bags heaped with roasted peanuts and would buy us cotton candy to assuage his guilt. We would saunter along the boardwalk, parents in front kids in the rear, and look across the way to the blinking lights of the storefronts and hear echoing yells, giggles and screams coming from the recesses of the arcades. 
Evenings we would walk the promenade, past the arcades, through the throngs of kids waiting their turn, past the posters for the Casino Theatre – and that's when it caught my eye. A poster for the movie. The one I had seen advertised in our hometown newspaper. 
Our parents were ahead, Dad pointing out the candy apple concession. My sister turned back and I dropped my hand below my waist and motioned for her to come see that I saw. She did a quick parent check and came back. Without a word, I pointed to the poster. Her eyes lit up.
We had watched Hitchcock’s television series. They were weird. They were scary. However, this was a movie. Big time.
We trailed behind our parents and younger brother, whispering about how we would see the movie. It would require sibling skills using Mom as the go between. A friend of hers from high school and her family were at the beach that week. Her son, Gerry, was a classmate of mine. We were not close, but when you’re away acquaintances can be used as friends.
The next afternoon at the beach, we told Gerry of our plan and asked if he would cover for us. He was reluctant at first but we assured him that he would not have to say or do a thing, just say we were together. He capitulated, but we would have to buy him an ice cream cone. My sister and I were ecstatic
The theatre held afternoon matinees. The admission was probably less than a dollar and we had pocketed the game money from our parents. At lunch in the cottage, Mom asked if we were going to the beach or if we wanted to ride into town with them and my brother. 
We said we were going to meet Gerry, and go to the arcade. They were okay with that. After all, it was a family beach. 
We bought our tickets on the mezzanine and climbed a flight of stairs to the theater. The usher ripped our tickets in half, and we walked down the aisle guided by low wattage bulbs at the end of every other row.
I suspect there were previews of coming attractions and perhaps a cartoon or two. We were sitting about six rows back in a lightly populated theatre just to make sure we did not miss a scene. When the house lights went out the film started, I was surprised it was in black and white. This was the 50’s with Cinemascope and vivid colors, but the colors suddenly did not matter as the scene shifted to Janet Leigh in her underwear. I was hooked.
The movie progressed as any good thriller should. The shower scene startled me, but when you lie and steal, that is your penance. The portrayal of the mother confused me, tall but her features kept in the shadows. In addition, her physique did not jive with the impression on the mattress in her bedroom. Nevertheless, I bought it all and was as calm as any seventeen year old, until the climax. That did me in.
The woman playing Janet Leigh’s sister and her boyfriend come to the motel because that was the last place the (now dead) detective investigating the missing bank funds had mentioned. While the boyfriend keeps the clerk occupied, the sister heads up the hill to the house. As she peeks and pokes, the clerk realizes what is taking place, whacks the boyfriend, and starts towards the house.
Inside the house, the woman sees the clerk coming and looking for an escape route, she looks over her shoulder, and there it is. The door to the fruit cellar.
I did not scream aloud. But, I could not take my eyes off the screen. My sister and I just gripped the armrests with our little white knuckles. Back on the boardwalk, the daylight and heat were welcoming. We strolled through a couple of arcades and then headed down the side street to the cottage. Our parents and our brother were back with some glitzy souvenirs. I could think of nothing but Janet Leigh.
