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      SUMMER OF 1956 – REVERE BEACH

      The stalker stared at Shirley and her companion from his perch overlooking the beach. His stomach growled. The smell of fried clams and hot dogs from across the street at the Howard Johnson’s concession blended with the pungent smell of Atlantic seaweed stewing on the beach, buried mussels and oysters, and salt air. In the background, people were screaming as the Cyclone rollercoaster raced down the first drop, and they distracted him for a second. Carousel calliope music playing in the distance danced in his head. An old Ford convertible drove by with the radio blasting “Tutti-Frutti” by Little Richard.

      A bead of sweat dripped into his left eye. It was hot today, but the weather could change quickly. Several strands of his hair were already lifting and pointing to the south. There was a coolness shifting from the north. He pulled his arms into his body and looked up at the sky. It had ever so subtly darkened. He smiled.

      His car was parked about one hundred feet from the ramp on the beach side of the road. He had arrived half an hour before the women showed up. He first waited in a little coffee shop until he spotted them walking down the ramp onto the beach. Then, after they had been at the beach for a while, he walked across the street and gazed out and tried not to stare at the women. But every so often, his eyes darted to them. They were about halfway from the street to the ocean. He was straining to hear. While the crashing of the waves somewhat drowned out the voices of the two women, he nodded to himself as if he understood what they were saying. Then he rubbed his elbow over and over again.

      Shirley’s companion, Edie, stood up.

      The man’s posture straightened, and he raced to the coffee shop.

      Edie slipped on her sandals, strolled up the ramp to the sidewalk, walked past the coffee shop, and stood at the Howard Johnson’s food stand. After a few minutes, the clerk handed her a white bag and two paper drink cups. She returned to the beach, down the ramp, and sat back onto the beach blanket.

      The man’s facial muscles relaxed. He returned to his perch overlooking the beach.

      The girls juggled the napkins while they munched on their hamburgers.

      The man’s hair moved a bit more. The sky was changing, and the wind was ever so slightly picking up. He wrapped his arms around himself, looked up and his forehead wrinkled. Then his eyes blinked, his eyebrows moved up and down, he opened and closed his mouth, and clicked his tongue. This sequence of facial movements lasted about thirty seconds. It started slowly, then accelerated. Finally, it tapered and eventually stopped.

      He looked impatient and stared into different directions more frequently while still trying to seem like he wasn’t paying attention. Then, finally, he turned his head, straining to hear what the women were saying.

      “I’m getting a chill,” said Edie, Shirley’s cousin, and best friend. “It looks like we might get a storm. So I’m going to split.”

      “Yeah,” Shirley said. “They always say the beach is the worst place in the world to be during a thunderstorm.”

      Edie laughed, “Who’s they?”

      “You know who ‘they’ are,” Shirley paused. “Ma!”

      Edie broke into a laugh. “She is rather a worrywart.”

      “Me too.” Shirley’s facial expression shifted from the lighthearted look to a somber one.

      Edie’s laughing abruptly stopped and paused for a few seconds. “I know.”

      “You go ahead first,” Shirley said. “I’ll stick around for a few more minutes. This is the first time I’ve been to the beach all summer.”

      “How did you escape work?”

      “Slow day at the store. Mr. Means assumed the weather would turn sour tonight and that it wouldn’t get any busier, so he gave me the afternoon off.”

      The stalker stiffened as if he had learned something. As he did, a gentle wind began to blow some sand, giving the beach a light-yellow hue.

      “What’s the plan for tonight?” Shirley said. “Want to chill at my place?”

      “No way, Jose. I promised I would babysit Bobby. Why don’t you come on over?” said Edie.

      “I wish I could. But unfortunately, Dad has to work a double shift. I hate leaving Ma alone, especially if it storms,” said Shirley.

      “How is she?”

      “You know.”

      “Yeah,”

      A chilly wind started to whip up. Edie packed up her towel, put on her shirt, then shuffled through the sand. “Don’t hang around too long. Just look at those clouds.” They both looked up.

      As Edie walked up the concrete ramp and stepped on the sidewalk, she passed by the stalker whose face was now making that twitching motion. She tried not to stare, but he looked at her. She had a strange expression on her face. He turned away. Edie seemed like she had an inexplicable desire to stop and say something, but she didn’t.

      The man took another deep breath. Then, he smiled while continuing to rub his reddened elbow back and forth.

      The wind was bringing a storm, and the incoming smell of rain was getting stronger, overtaking the fried food smell.

      Edie turned to Shirley and yelled, “See you tomorrow, Shirl. Be careful.” Then she looked up at the sky, picked up her pace, and crossed the street.

      The man’s expression turned worried.

      Edie turned toward him. As the young woman leaving her cousin passed the Howard Johnson concession stand one last time, she looked back at the bizarre-looking man standing and watching the beach.

      The twitching man’s body stiffened. As Edie continued to walk away, his shoulders lowered slightly. She kept walking. The beach was on one side of the road, and all the amusements and concessions were on the other. An old metal green fence separated the beach from the sidewalk. He stood leaning on the fence, one foot on the berm and one elbow on the top bar. He stared at the ocean with his head lowered. A large wave crashed on the shore. Then his head jerked up as if he had just remembered something. He walked to his car, a maroon, 1951 Mercury four-door sedan, and opened the rear door. The metal hinges creaked. He coaxed a cowering beagle out of the vehicle, grabbed the leash, and pulled the panting dog back to where he was standing.

      Shirley had only eaten half her hamburger. The dog focused on the burger while pulling on the leash. “What luck,” the man muttered under his breath. He released the leash and kicked the dog in the backside. The dog raced down the ramp, across the sand, down the beach, and snatched the burger.

      Shirley seemed startled. Then just laughed.

      The man ran across the beach, stumbled on the sand, and almost fell. He took hold of the leash and pulled the dog away.

      In one split second, the dog gobbled the left-over burger whole.

      “Heck, I am so sorry. I was walking him along the sidewalk, then I changed hands on the leash. Then the pooch bolted. Gosh, he then saw you and the hamburger. Couldn’t stop him.”

      The man held up his arms in a shrug.

      Shirley leaned over from her sitting position on the blanket to pet the dog. It licked her mouth.

      “Buster. Hey. Leave the pretty lady alone. I don’t know if I’m walking him or he’s walking me. Bad boy. Could’ve scratched the lady or ruined her gorgeous bathing suit.”

      Shirley’s expression turned serious. It went from laughter to caution. She moved away from him.

      “Could’ve scared her.” His voice was one of reassurance.

      Shirley seemed to relax a bit. “Oh, I love dogs. I can’t imagine he’d hurt anyone.” She continued to pet the dog. “Say, don’t I know you! I think I’ve seen you a couple of times at the firehouse. Don’t you work on the trucks?”

      Now on one knee, the man petted the dog, Then the man stood. “Sure, I’m a mechanic. I come over to the firehouse every other week.” He paused. “So, what brings you there?”

      “My dad is the captain. I work around the corner at Mean’s drugstore. Pop in now and again and bring him a frappe from the soda fountain.” She glanced at her watch, then put on a shirt over her wet bathing suit.

      The sky was getting dark. The storm was on its way.

      “No problem about the dog. So maybe I’ll see you at the firehouse sometime. I gotta get crackin’.” She pulled her beach towel into a ball and headed up the ramp toward the sidewalk.

      “Wait. Look at her,” yelled the man from behind.

      “Who?”

      “Not who. It. My new car. Like the one in the movie, you know, Rebel Without a Cause? With that cool cat, James Dean.”

      Shirley continued to walk away.

      “Hey, got to swing by Hennessey’s Garage. You know, where I work. Not far from where you work. Give you a lift home, don’t mind. It gives me a chance to show the car off. What do you say?”

      Shirley continued to walk away, picking up the pace a bit.

      He stumbled from behind, yanked the dog, who was now not cooperating.

      “No. I shouldn’t. I don’t even know you. Know what they say?”

      “What?”

      She picked up her speed. She turned, and half yelled. “Never accept a ride from a stranger?”

      “Yeah. But see, I’m not a stranger. I work at your father’s firehouse. That makes me an acquaintance, not a stranger.” The man picked up the pace and was now panting. “Besides, Fido here needs some company. C’mon, no big deal.” He gestured toward Shirley to take the leash.

      “I thought you said the dog’s name was Buster?”

      “Oh yeah, Fido was my old dog. Sure, it’s Buster, no wonder he doesn’t obey me.”

      He raced up the concrete ramp to catch up with Shirley, picking up speed. Finally, he caught up with her and handed her the leash.

      She didn’t take it at first. Then she took hold of the leash. “How come he doesn’t have a dog tag?” Shirley rubbed her fingers on the dog’s collar.

      “Oh. Umm. Must have fallen off.”

      Shirley wrinkled her brow.

      A solid breeze blew off the water while sand blew in their faces.

      The man wiped his eyes.

      “How are you getting home?”

      “The MTA.”

      Most people took the MTA train to Revere Beach. MTA stood for the Metropolitan Transit Authority. It was the public transit system that served the greater Boston area. The man knew Shirley would have taken the MTA to the beach. The closest train station was the brand-new Wonderland Station, about a mile from where they were standing. “No big deal, right. Look, you gotta walk to Wonderland Station. That will take, what, fifteen, twenty minutes? Then you wait for the train. Probably another ten minutes. Then you change trains at Park Street Station, right?”

      “No, Devonshire. But yes, I have to change trains.”

      “Then to Sullivan, where you hop a bus. It will take you over an hour. It will only take me fifteen minutes to get you back to Somerville. Just have to stop by the garage. I’ll only be a minute. I’ll save you probably an hour.”

      “No. It’s okay. I don’t mind the rain.”

      “What about the lightning? I hate thunder and lightning. How about you? It could start any minute. C’mon, I work with your father. But if you would rather dodge the lightning.”

      She handed the leash back to the man.

      “Sorry. But thanks anyway. Maybe I’ll see you at the firehouse sometime.”

      She jogged across the street, diagonally toward the Howard Johnson’s stand.

      The first raindrops appeared. The wind now was blowing at about five miles an hour.

      As she headed toward the Howard Johnson’s stand, the clerk dressed in a red and white uniform stood still for a few seconds. He had his hand on the handle of the metal door about to pull it down. A storm was coming fast. He peered out toward the sky.

      The stalker pulled the dog toward the car. It was parked in the opposite direction from Shirley. He pushed the dog into the back seat, jumped into the driver’s seat, started the engine, drove a few feet, then did an abrupt U-turn and pulled over.

      The Howard Johnson clerk glanced at Shirley rushing by. He also looked down the street at the Mercury idling a few hundred feet to his left. It was almost as if he noticed something off, something not right.

      The stalker’s eyes focused on the Howard Johnson guy, then Shirley. He waited.

      The clerk did two movements with his head, one towards Shirley and the other towards the Mercury as it lurked, rumbling, pouring smoke from its exhaust. Then, finally, the clerk shrugged and pulled the metal door down with a screeching clang.

      The Mercury peeled off toward Shirley.

      A bolt of lightning lit up the sky. Crack. It was followed within seconds by earsplitting thunder. The stalker made a jumping motion. The dog barked.

      “Nice.” The man said out loud with a smile. He rubbed his elbow faster.

      Now the rain was beating steadily on the car roof. It was like the sound of rapid gunfire.

      Another burst of lightning flashed across the sky. Boom! A crack of thunder followed within seconds. The lightning was close.

      Shirley glanced up at the sky and picked up her pace.

      The Mercury caught up to the nearly running Shirley. The man pulled the car to the sidewalk, beeped the horn, leaned over to the passenger side, and opened the door.

      “C’mon. It’s getting really bad. I’m no stranger.”

      Shirley stopped. Her long brown hair was dangling in soaked strings. She jumped into the car and closed the door. “Yeah, I guess it will be okay. No, no big deal.”

      “Nope. It’s bad out there.” The man cracked an ever-so-subtle smile.
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      EARLIER THAT DAY…

      “I told you so.” Shirley giggled as Al Means climbed the stairs from the cellar of the dusty old drug store carrying a case of Coke-a-Cola six-ounce bottles. It was hard to explain how the store smelled. On the one hand, it had a sweet scent of various concoctions made from peppermint, spearmint, and vanilla. But it was mixed with oldness and maybe even mold. Next to the soda fountain was a water-cooled metal chest. He lumbered to the soda chest, opened the chest cover, and placed the bottles into the chest one at a time.

      Shirley took a deep breath. She loved the smell of the inside of that chest. It was like cool, humid air. It reminded her of the “Air-Conditioned Somerville Theater” scent in Davis Square during the double-feature matinee. Today the store was hot and humid.

      Shirley felt that Al Means made a mistake that hurt his soda fountain business. He told her that the soda fountain attracted the Somerville riff-raff teenagers. Al muttered that kids hanging around the store would scare off high-paying customers. He had just put in a new line of women’s cosmetics. So rather than have those boys buy five-cent cokes, the ladies would spend 2 or 3 dollars on that new Max Factor lipstick. Shirley didn’t believe it.

      The mistake she had told him was, pulling out all the soda fountain stools. So now the punks, as he would routinely call any boy who hung around the store, would have to stand at the fountain. This action, he figured, would deter the juvenile delinquents from hanging around.

      “Told me what?” Al asked.

      “You know. Pull out the stools from the soda fountain. I told you that the kids wouldn’t come in unless you had stools.”

      “They were more trouble than they were worth! They scare off the ladies.”

      “Where are the ladies?”

      “Don’t be such a smart aleck. I don’t like a young, basically part-time employee telling me how to run my business. If you were anyone else, I would fire you.”

      “No, you won’t.” She laughed a sassy laugh, “Didn’t you know I am your main attraction?” She twirled around, her long dark brown hair swinging across her face.

      She never failed to speak her mind. She had argued that the stools gave the store a welcoming feel. She had told the grumpy old man that now, it felt like it just inconvenienced customers with no seats. They both were right. The punks stopped coming in. But women didn’t flock to the store either. On this day, it was just slow. No punks, no ladies.

      “Business will pick up. You know, word of mouth. Those ladies will come in. It’s just too damn hot today. Why don’t you take the rest of the day off? You aren’t attracting any customers anyway.”

      While Al Means was a bit of a crank, Shirley knew he liked her spunk.

      “Git.” Al cracked the slightest of a smile.

      “Just as soon as I make Dad a frappe. I’ll pay.”

      “You never pay, and I don’t expect you to. Free frappes are one of the fringe benefits of working here,” said Al. He continued to load up the Coke-a-Cola bottles in the rusty old cooler.

      “Fringe benefits? You mean the only benefit. But seriously, I do appreciate it,” And despite Al Means cranky nature, she liked him.

      Making a frappe for her father was a regular ritual for Shirley. However, the frappe was a special thing between her and her father.

      Al Means would coach Shirley on the fine points of the difference between a frappe and a milkshake. A frappe was so much better than a milkshake. You would make a milkshake with whole milk, a squirt of vanilla, chocolate, or strawberry syrup. Then you placed the metal cup on the mixer machine and whipped it. The frappe was made like a milkshake, except you added a scoop of ice cream. Whenever Shirley made a frappe for her father, she added a little extra scoop. Al would never know, nor probably care. She liked the intrigue.

      With frappe in hand, she had laughed a cute laugh and left, then called her cousin Edie from the phone booth right outside the drug store. “Let’s go to the beach. I’m going to see my father, get my stuff at home, then I’ll head over. Let’s meet across the street from the Virginia Reel at around two o’clock.” To get to the beach, each would have to take different buses and trains. That meant that they would leave the beach separately. Edie would take the bus to the Rapid Transit Line and Lechmere Station from Highland Ave to get to the beach. Shirley’s bus ran to the Sullivan Station’s Mainline from Broadway.

      Shirley walked briskly to the Central Firehouse since she didn’t want the frappe ice cream to melt.

      Her heart leaped, approaching the firehouse. Even though giving her father a frappe was a regular occurrence, it was always special. She walked through the big garage doors of the firehouse, which were always open. All the guys stopped what they were doing and gawked at her. She knew it too. Brad, her father, raced to greet her.

      “Hey, sweetie. What’s in that white paper bag?” asked Brad. But, of course, Shirley knew that her father knew exactly what was in the bag.

      She thought her father always looked so handsome in that fire captain uniform. He had spent his whole career working up to the rank of captain. She was proud of him and loved him dearly. “You know what it is,” gushed Shirley. “Now get it into the fridge before it melts completely. Boy, it’s hot outside!”

      Brad grabbed the bag. Peeked inside. “Ummm.” He rushed to the firehouse kitchen and carefully placed his treat in the fridge. “I’ll beat the living shit out of any of you bums who even looks at that bag.” He raced back to Shirley. They hugged tightly.

      Shirley was worried about her father. He was under a lot of pressure. Being the fire captain at the firehouse, he had a lot of responsibility. Her mother was dying. Her terminal breast cancer weighed so heavily on both. The frappes were special to him. It was just a little thing. But it meant a lot to Shirley to do it. She could sense that her father had a newfound sadness about him. When she delivered the frappe, joy sprouted upon his wrinkled face even for a few minutes. That had made her so happy.

      “Back to work?”

      “Nope. Heading to the beach. Meeting Edie there.” Shirley waved goodbye and hurried through the big garage doors.

      “Brad had waved to her as she left. “Have fun. I’m jealous. Don’t forget to get those special Howard Johnson’s French-fried potatoes. Same spot?”

      She turned back to her father. “Yeah. Right across from the Virginia Reel. I’ll eat some for you.” Shirley had laughed as she hurried out of the firehouse. She headed home to gather up her beach clothes and then catch the bus to the train station. Her journey would take about an hour.
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      Shirley hadn’t paid much attention to the man at the rear of the firehouse.

      Several days ago, the man had left one of his tools behind. A few minutes before Shirley had arrived today, he had returned to pick it up. Once he spotted her, he strained to hear everything she said to her father. “Revere Beach. Across from the Virginia Reel.” The MTA would take at least an hour to get to Revere Beach. But it was just a 15-minute drive in his Mercury to the exact spot where Shirley and a companion would be sunning themselves.

      He added the tool he left behind to his toolbox. He glared at the firefighters as they walked around the building in their uniforms. “Pricks.” He muttered.

      On the same day he had left his tool behind, he was changing the oil on the big hook and ladder. Shirley had been standing not ten feet from him. When he finished the job, he had walked past Shirley. Shirley nodded to him and smiled for just a second. He smiled too but held it well past the time she walked by him.

      The night after the encounter, the man told his mother about Shirley. He called his mother, Mother, not Mom, or Ma, but simply Mother.

      “Her name is Shirley. I’m going to show off my new car,” said the man to his mother.

      “Oh. That’s great.”

      “She’ll love my car.”

      “You are so proud of that car. Isn’t it just like the one James Dean drove in that movie? What was that?”

      When he was 17, he snuck out of the house at midnight, walked all the way to Davis Square, which was about a mile from the run-down tenement. Rebel Without a Cause was playing at the Somerville Theater for a five-day run. On each side of the movie theater’s front entrance were two locked glass frames that housed movie posters. He was able to pick the lock on the frame and carefully peel the poster. He rolled it into a tube, then ran all the way home and snuck back into his bedroom. He didn’t even wait until morning. He hung the poster over his bed. The poster displayed Jim Stark, played by James Dean. In the movie, Natalie Wood played Judy. She was the one that Jim Stark wanted as his girl.

      “Rebel Without a Cause,” the man answered. “It is the exact car that James Dean drove in the movie.”

      Yet, it wasn’t the same car. James Dean drove a customized two-door 1949 Mercury. The man’s car was a 1951 Mercury four-door sedan. Pure stock. The base version of the car.

      Brad had caught sight of him as he walked back from saying goodbye to Shirley.

      “How you doin, son? Today is not a scheduled maintenance day, right,”

      “Fine. Sir. No, I realized that I left one of my rachets here. I was just picking it up. Left it on the workbench,” said the man.

      “You looked a little concerned just a few minutes ago. Everything alright?”

      “Well, my boss Mr. Hennessey would be mad if I lost one of the tools. So, I was a little concerned. But I found it, so everything is just fine. Today, everything is perfect, just perfect. Everything is falling into place.” The man forced a grin.

      “Great.” As Brad turned around, the man’s eyes blinked quickly. Next, his eyebrows moved up and down. Then, finally, he opened and closed his mouth rapidly and clicked his tongue.

      The man left the firehouse. Driving from there, he passed a house on Walnut Street when he saw a beagle tied up in a front yard. So, he stopped in at the Pearl Street Market for a small batch of raw hamburger and then returned to the house with the dog. He pulled over in his car, jumped out, waived the bait in front of the dog, opened the gate, and cut the leash with his jackknife. Then he coaxed the poor unsuspecting animal into the car.
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      “How come the worried look, honey?” asked Edie’s mother, Doris. In addition to being Shirley’s cousin, she was also her best friend. Doris had seen that look before. There was something about Edie that had bothered Doris ever since she was a little girl. She had seen that look on Edie just before Jerry, Edie’s grandfather was going into the hospital for a gall bladder operation. Edie was seven at the time. Jerry died on the operating table. When Doris broke the news to the family, Edie said that she had known that it would happen.

      “Nothing. You know, I get these feelings every so often.” Edie lied. She got those feelings more than every so often, more like every day. Mostly, Edie ignored them. If every time she got those feelings and acted on them, she would stay tucked away in bed and never move. But there were times that there were more than just feelings. Although she never heard voices, she felt the presence of people that had died. To her, it was almost as though people were telling her things. Yet, they were just thoughts. She had a hard time differentiating her thoughts. Were those thoughts something she made up in her head? She didn’t know. It happened often enough that she merely lived with the curse. Many times, she just blocked them out. Today though, the messages were quite strong.

      She had promised Shirley that she would meet her at the beach. And she was determined to go. Probably nothing would happen. Edie had learned to live with these feelings at twenty years old ever since she could remember.

      “Is this about Auntie Ethel? Do you feel something bad will happen to her?” asked Doris. Ethel was Shirley’s mother and Doris’s older sister.

      “No, Ma. It’s nothing. Nothing bad is going to happen. Besides, Shirley would never leave her mother alone if she thought she was close to… you know.” Dying. She was pretty sure that her feelings had nothing to do with Shirley’s mother. She would just have to deal with it. Going to the beach would help. While she and Shirley were close, she never confided to her about those feelings. Her mother and her boyfriend Buddy were the only ones who had the slightest clue. Edie took a deep breath. “Stop worrying. It’s nothing.” She kissed her mother goodbye, walked the quarter mile to the bus stop and waited for the Highland Ave bus to Lechmere Station.

      She still could not shake the feeling.
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      Glancing back at the dog in the back seat, it had a sad look, almost resigned. Despite the destructive storm, Shirley toyed with changing her mind for a second. However, that thought disappeared once the car door closed, and the Mercury peeled out with its rear tires sliding in the rain-soaked streets.

      Too late. Shirley got one of those odd sensations when you think you shouldn’t do something for a few seconds. It just flashes across your brain for the shortest period. Then the thought, the feeling, goes away. She slammed the idea of not getting in the car as they drove down the boulevard, passed the Cyclone, the dodgem cars, and the funhouse, heading for Somerville. The rain was now steadily bouncing off the windshield. It highlighted how dirty the windshield was. As the raindrops carried with them the grime that had been there for a while, Shirley mused that for someone who wanted to impress a girl, she would have thought the man would have cleaned the car. The car also didn’t smell right. If it indeed was a new car, how come it had this sort of stale smell, almost like sheets that needed changing? She could put up with this smell since it would only be a fifteen-minute drive home.

      Hennessey’s Garage on Vernon Street was right off Central Street, a hilly street lined with worn-down three-deckers and corner stores in the very crowded urban Somerville. Hennessey’s was a converted red-brick factory building from the 19th century. It backed up to the Boston and Maine railroad track right-of-way. The right-of-way was about twenty feet below the back of the building down a steep embankment. Separating the railroad tracks and the back of the building was a high old wooden stockade fence. It provided a private alleyway hidden from the railroad and the street.

      There were several parking spaces lined up in front of the building. Instead of pulling into one of those, the man drove around to the back of the building. Then, he headed for the alleyway behind the building and backed the car into the narrow space. This maneuver didn’t leave more than three feet from the passenger door to the old fence. Shirley’s first thought when the man pulled the car around back was that this place was not safe. It was dark and way too secluded, adding to her apprehension.

      There were all kinds of junk piled everywhere. A small door barely accessible between the rubbish barrels and the junk car parts was almost hidden. A bug-stained old light bulb lit the back door to the garage.

      It was still raining heavily.

      The car radio had just started playing “Are You Lonesome Tonight” by Elvis when the man stopped the engine and took the keys. He jumped out of the car. He peaked his head back into the car. “I’ll be just a couple of minutes.” If he was only going to be in the garage for a minute, wouldn’t it make sense to keep the car running? It wasn’t like they were strangers. Right?

      Shirley thought his mood shifted as the man raced toward the old door. First, he had seemed happy to her, then he seemed to look, what was it? Nervous, upset. For the second time, she felt a sense of, well, it wasn’t precisely dread, just that she had made a mistake. Then he disappeared into the creepy building.

      “Please don’t be any longer,” she said out loud to no one. Shirley didn’t like this. There was no one around. While the garage was in the middle of the city, it was still isolated. She toyed with the idea of getting out of the car and walking to Central Street. Then she could walk to Broadway, where she lived. It would probably take thirty-five minutes. Not too bad.

      The thunder and lightning made things even more upsetting. But Shirley thought to herself. It would be fine. He’ll be out in a minute, and I will be home in ten, maybe fifteen minutes. The rain was steady, and the wind was blowing heavily. She even wondered if that creaky old fence separating the alley and the railroad tracks might fall.

      But he wasn’t out in a minute.
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      As he entered the old garage, the man paced. The plan had worked flawlessly. He had stashed a bottle of Old Granddad bourbon, in his locker, just in case he needed a bit of courage. Now he wasn’t sure what to do. Shirley had seemed pleasant enough but certainly not engaging. She hardly said a word during the ride from the beach to Hennessey’s. He was sure that she had looked at him at the firehouse. He thought it was a smile. Now he wasn’t so sure. Maybe she was playing him along? Like many people in his life, she would make fun of him.

      He opened his locker. The bottle of whiskey beckoned him. He knew that if he started drinking, his courage would increase. But he also knew that the whiskey would also make him lose control. He grabbed the bottle and took a large swig. Then another. Then another. The alcohol gave him more courage but built a small fire of resentment. He took several more mouthfuls. Hurt blended with his excitement. Why wasn’t she more friendly to him? After all, he gave her a fucking ride home. She should have been grateful unless she was using him. Why was it that people always used him? See, the bourbon was giving him more courage. The anger was growing. She was like all the others.

      He knew that the longer he stayed in the garage, the more Shirley would be unnerved.

      “I thought you were going to be different.” He spoke out loud. “Mother, you told me that girls would like me. Right? You told me to dress nice and be polite that they would fall for me. Why did you lie like that?”

      He knew he had two choices. The first was to make up some excuse that he got caught in some paperwork at the garage, apologize and take Shirley home. Or he could encourage her to drink with him. Maybe even force her?

      Then he surprised himself and began to cry. “I’ve been a good person. Shirley, you will be able to see that, right?” He then realized that he had been in the garage for a while, not just a few minutes. He even thought that maybe Shirley would have left the car and walked home. He gathered his wits, wiped his eyes, took another swallow of alcohol. And another. His mood turned dark. Now he was furious. Not just at Shirley, but at his father, the firemen, his boss. The years of rejection and hurt had conditioned him to expect rejection. He thought about what his mother had told him. “Fuck you, Mother. You are so full of shit. This girl had better not reject me. I won’t stand for it.” He had made his choice.
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      It was now more like twenty minutes. Shirley glanced back at the sad-looking dog. “Hey, boy, why so sad? I know, I’m getting pretty concerned myself.” It was dark. Another flash of lightning made her jump. Then the boom of thunder followed. She was now convinced she had made the wrong choice.

      The man burst through the garage door.

      Shirley jumped.

      Buster barked.

      He had a big smile on his face and a bottle of whiskey in his hand. He slammed the creepy door to the garage shut with his foot. He jumped into the car. “Wow. The rain is really coming down.”

      “You told me it would only be a couple of minutes. You were in there for at least half an hour. Take me home now.”

      “Half an hour?”

      The man did not start the car. “It was only a couple of minutes.” He took a swig and offered her the bottle. “Here.” He slid to the middle of the front seat up close to her.

      A Boston and Maine commuter train lumbered by in the railroad right-of-way below.

      “You left me here. It’s dark and scary,” said Shirley.

      “Ah, don’t worry. No one ever comes by here.” He pushed the bottle almost into her face.

      “No! Take me home.”

      “Okay, suit yourself. See what you are missing.” He pulled back the bottle, took another long swig, and spilled a bit on his shirt in the process. “See what you made me do?” He tugged on his shirt. “This is a good shirt.’ He wiped off the liquid. “Your turn.” He pushed the bottle toward her face.

      She shook her head. “No. I want to go home right now. My mother’s alone, and she’ll be worried.” She took hold of the car door handle. “I’m not going to sit here and drink with you.”

      “Mom’s alone, huh?” He took another long messy drink and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Where’s dear old Mister Hero, Fire Captain dad in his fancy uniform?”

      “None of your business.” Shirley’s eyes grew wider. Finally, she pressed hard up against the car door. “C’mon, you don’t want to get in trouble. Now please take me home right now.”

      “I am not going to get into any trouble. I saw you showing off your stuff at the beach. You wouldn’t do that if you didn’t want it. You want it. You all do.”

      Shirley slapped him. She pulled the car door handle and opened the door. The rain poured in. Thunder cracked.

      Buster barked and growled.

      The man pulled Shirley back toward him. He grabbed onto the car door handle and closed the door, hitting her shoulder hard. He then hit her across the head. This action knocked her off the seat and into the dashboard with a hard crack. Blood poured out of her nose. “You hit me! Now you will drink with me or …” He jumped on her, straddled her between his legs, forced his hand over her chin, pried her mouth open, and poured the whiskey into her gaping mouth.

      She coughed and choked on the liquor and spat it out into the man’s face.

      “You shouldn’t have done that. Whatever happens next will be your fault. It will all be your fault.”

      She wanted desperately to cry. Then, finally, she began to understand what was happening in her head. But in that split second, she decided that she would refuse to let that bastard see her cry.

      “Just a little kiss, that’s all. You teased me, now you pay. Then I will let you go.”

      “Go to hell.”

      He forced his mouth to hers.

      She shook her head back and forth. She shut her lips tight as he tried to kiss her.

      He pulled her face back, still straddling her. She couldn’t move.

      “What’s the matter? You think I’m ugly. Offensive? Do I make you sick?” He pounded his hand on her chest hard.

      The rain pounded on the car roof.

      The dog barked wildly.

      The man ripped her shirt off.

      She had heard of women getting raped. But she never, ever thought it could happen to her. So, when he ripped her shirt off and just before he started to untie her bathing suit, it was as if she went into a sort of trance. She thought back to the several times she had casually seen whatever-his-name-was in the firehouse. While all the violence was happening at that minute, the man who would surely rape her never told her his name. During the ride from the beach to the garage, all the man could talk about was his job and car. She thought about her mother, who would probably die in a couple of months. She thought about her mother’s cancer. Incurable, they had told us.

      During this what couldn’t have been more than a couple of seconds, she hoped he wouldn’t kill her, not for her, but her mother and, of course, her father. She knew that both needed her more than ever during the next couple of months.

      Shirley’s bathing suit consisted of a single-piece suit tied around the back of the neck. However, Shirley always made sure she tied a double knot. The last thing she wanted was the knot to come loose when she came out of the water at the beach.

      The man pulled her from her sitting position to a laying position across the front seat. He laid on top of her. While keeping Shirley trapped under him, he worked on her bathing suit knot. It was still wet. He was trying to use only one hand, so he couldn’t get it undone.

      Shirley considered screaming, but she thought better of it. That would just enrage him even more. She decided to stay still, stay quiet, and hope that he would do what he would do then go away. Please, dear God, just go away.

      “Shit.” He yelled very loud. Shirley could see that he was getting more frustrated with the bathing suit knot. Her level of concern accelerated.

      Buster leaped out of the back seat and landed on the man’s back. He pushed the dog off him, then jammed him under the seat. The dog persisted and leaped back onto him, now biting his neck. “Fuck, fuck, get off me.” This time he pulled the dog off him by the dog’s skin and threw him at the windshield. Not to be deterred, the poor mutt returned to his back and continued to bite aggressively. “Goddam you.” The man’s blood dripped onto Shirley’s face. He struggled to reach into his pants pocket and pulled out a jackknife. It was still closed. Since he had one hand holding Shirley down and now one hand trying to pull the biting dog off him, his actions were erratic. He put the jackknife handle in his mouth and, with his teeth, opened the blade.

      Shirley gasped.

      He grabbed the dog off his neck and stabbed him repeatedly.

      Dog blood, Shirley blood, and the man’s blood were all over the place.

      “You ruined my car.”

      The dog was now dead on the floor next to the gas, brake, and clutch pedals. The man took a deep breath. He held the knife blade to Shirley’s neck. “Don’t move.” He reached back and grabbed the dead dog and threw him in the back seat, blood dripping from its body. Then the facial movements kicked in. His face was not more than a couple of inches from hers.

      She smelled his stale, boozy breath and could still taste the alcohol and his spit. The eyes blinked quickly.

      The man’s eyebrows moved up and down, opened and closed his mouth rapidly, and clicked his tongue.

      If she wasn’t so terrified, she might have laughed out loud.

      The rain continued to make a rhythmic pounding on the roof of the car.

      The enraged man kept her pinned down for a couple of minutes. The facial movements slowed down and then stopped. He cut her bathing suit strap with the knife. He then slowly pulled the bathing suit down to her midsection. He slowly moved off her and menacingly kept the knife in plain view. “You better stay still, or you’ll end up like that mangy mutt. You better not say a word.” Finally, he ripped her bathing suit entirely off, exposing her naked body.

      Lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating her.

      In her head, she thought that this was it. This was how women get raped. But, even in her panic and fear, she would not give him the satisfaction of saying anything. She decided at this point to close her eyes.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance.

      The man unzipped his fly.

      She felt the cold, wet blood on the back of her head and neck. The car seat soaked up all that blood like a sponge.

      He then mounted her. He plunged himself into her.

      It just hurt. No, she wouldn’t even move nor yell in pain. She just kept her eyes tightly shut.

      It didn’t take long for the man to ejaculate. He rolled off her into the space under the dashboard, almost hitting his head on the glove box. “You loved it, didn’t you? You can sit up now.” The man moved into a sitting position in the middle of the seat.

      Shirley sat up without opening her eyes.

      The man reached over and opened the passenger side door.

      Now Shirley smelled his body odor and, of course, his semen. She felt like throwing up but did not want to give him the satisfaction. She was still afraid that he might kill her.

      “Get the fuck out. You are a lousy lover.”

      He kicked her hard, pushing her out of the car.

      Her naked body hit the ground with a loud thud. She landed into a puddle and rolled toward the rickety fence. The force of her body moved the fence toward the railroad tracks. It didn’t fall. The rain wiped much of the blood off her head. Unfortunately, it didn’t do much for the semen. She wanted so, so badly to moan in pain.

      She would not.

      The man threw the bathing suit, her towels, and her shirt on top of her.

      He reached into the back seat, grabbed the dog, and pitched the dead body right on top of her. The poor thing rolled off Shirley’s chest and landed limply into the puddle next to her. Again, she stifled a cry. In her shocked mind, all she could think about was that no, he was not going to kill her. She would be able to be with her mother before she died. For some odd reason, this calmed her.

      “Gotta get rid of the witnesses, don’t I? You like dogs, right? Well, you can keep him. Oh, by the way, the same thing will happen to you if you tell anyone. If I find out you told anyone, I will kill you and your father too.

      Shirley stayed quiet.

      “Understand?”

      Shirley stayed quiet.

      “Silence is acceptance.” He nodded. Then the facial movement happened again as he looked at her. She would remember that look, that movement. Finally, he closed the car door and started the engine. He then peeled out of the back alley behind the garage, showering her with muddy gravel. She would remember the smell of the engine oil from the old garage and exhaust mixed with his scent for a long time. As the car sped around the corner of the alley, she stared at the maroon Mercury’s red taillights. It was as if they stared back at her. As if they mocked her.
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      The man was gone. Shirley was alive. Now it was okay to cry. She heaved and heaved, terrified, horrified, angry, and somehow grateful to be alive. Then the crying slowly stopped. She sat up. Her whole body quivered. She was cold and had nothing with which to dry herself. Her beach towel was soaked. Everything was wet.

      Then she tried to stand. She turned her body from the sitting position and braced herself with her hand on the wet, sharp gravel. “Ouch.” Her arm and now her hand hurt as she tried to get herself up. Everything hurt. As she rolled to one side, her knees dug into the gravel. Then she pushed herself up to a standing position. She was woozy and hoped that she would not fall over. Steadying herself, she looked up. The storm had passed. The sky was now brightening. Thank God for small favors. The shower had cleaned the air. She took a deep breath. She had always liked the smell of the air right after it had rained. The air was moist and humid but refreshing. It was sort of like the smell of the old Coke-a-Cola chest at the drug store. It seemed to give her the courage to get moving. She wasn’t afraid that the man would come back for some reason.

      She jerry-rigged her ripped shirt and bathing suit back on herself. Even though they were wet, it didn’t matter. She just needed to cover herself for the walk home. The walk home? No, she couldn’t go home. Not like this. She would have to go to Edie’s and make up some story about why she couldn’t go home. She knew that Edie was babysitting Bobby and that her parents would not be home for a while. It was still early enough. Luckily the walk to Edie’s was shorter than the walk home. As she took her first step, she almost stumbled on the dead dog. She took a second or so to stare at the poor animal. “Thanks, Buster or whatever your real name is. You tried to save me.” She wished that she could do something. Bury him? No, she couldn’t. And she certainly couldn’t carry him anywhere. She resigned herself to leaving the poor thing there. She would have liked to pat his head, but she was afraid that if she bent over, she would fall. As she took her first step, she felt unsteady, probably from when she cracked her head on the dashboard. She edged toward the fence and used it as a crutch as she walked toward the end of the building. Then she let go and was now on her own to walk. She entered the parking lot. She was okay, she told herself.

      It was quite a walk from Vernon Street to Central Street to Highland Ave, where Edie lived. Thankfully there were very few people hanging around the front stoops of the two and three-deckers. She never realized how much of a hill Central Street was. She was exhausted by the time she arrived at Edie’s apartment.
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      After leaving Hennessy’s garage, the man decided not to go straight home. Instead, he pulled over into the parking lot of an abandoned meat packing plant. He was shaking badly. Why couldn’t she have been nice? He wasn’t sure he would have hurt her if she hadn’t talked so mean to him. He banged his hand on the dashboard of his beloved Mercury. He glanced over at the passenger seat. Bloodstains. And that dog. Blood in the back seat too. It was horrible. The back of his neck was still bleeding a bit from the dog bites. How was he going to explain this to Mother? He would have to sneak into his room.

      He was angry about the car. Both the front and the back seats were blood-stained. “Son of a bitch. It was her fault! Damn. And that stupid dog.” He knew that they had ruined the mohair cloth seats. By the time he would get home, it would be dark. Too dark to clean them. Besides, Mother would be asking why he was cleaning his car that late. She would ask too many questions.

      Then it hit him hard. As he pulled out of the parking lot, he began to panic badly. What if the girl told her father? How could he show up at the firehouse again? What if she accuses him of rape? Would he go to prison? He thought maybe he should see if she was still there. She had ruined everything. Maybe he should figure out a way to shut her up. He pulled out of the parking lot and headed back to the garage. The route took him from Pearl Street to Medford Street, then left onto Central. What he didn’t know was that just before he turned left on Central Street, Shirley had walked right from Central Street onto Highland Ave. He had just missed her.

      He pulled into Hennessey’s parking lot, parked in the front of the building, and ambled around the side of the building toward the back alleyway. His heart raced. What if she was still lying on the ground where he had left her? What was he going to do? He slowly approached the corner of the building. A commuter train rolled by on the tracks below. The lights from the train forced him to turn away automatically. Then he eased around the corner to the back of the garage. She was gone. Was he relieved? He wasn’t sure. As he walked toward the back door, he nearly stumbled on the body of the dead dog.

      He knew he had to get rid of it. There were a bunch of old oily rags in a barrel just inside the garage. He cracked open the door just big enough to see the barrel. He reached in, grabbed a handful, and wrapped the dog body in the rags. He then threw the dog and the rags over the fence down the embankment. The body rolled and settled a few feet from the railroad tracks. He reasoned that it would look like a stray dog had been hit by a passing train. No one would notice or care that the dog had been stabbed. If he had left the body in the parking lot of Hennessey’s, it would have raised all kinds of questions about why a dog was stabbed. Maybe even Doug Hennessey would call the police.

      He now felt better. But he still worried as he headed home.
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      His apartment was on the first floor of a run-down two-family house deep on the city’s east side. He knew his mother would be sitting in the front room just off the hallway, so he would have to hurry past her. So, he raced through the door down the hall passed his mother.

      “Hello, honey. I’ve made you a nice tuna sandwich. It’s in the fridge.” Mother turned abruptly in her worn-out recliner. But she was too late to see him.

      “Thanks, Mother. I’m filthy. Going to jump into the tub for a bath. Is the water hot?” he yelled from down the hall.

      “Yeah. It should still be hot. Are you okay? You sound funny.” She didn’t move out of the chair.

      “I’m in the bathroom. I’m fine.” He wasn’t fine.

      The steam from the hot water in the tub cleared his head, which was pounding. He stepped into the bathtub. As he sat down in the soothing water, he realized his body was aching all over. When he had fallen in front of the car seat, he had moved awkwardly. His back ached. His neck was burning from the dog bites and scratches. He now realized that the alcohol and the shock of the incident numbed the pain. Now it was fully present.

      The girl deserved it. Now he wished that he hadn’t left so quickly.

      “Enjoy your bath.” Mother yelled through the closed bathroom door. “I’m going to bed early tonight.”

      “Okay. Me too. I’m going to soak for a while here. I’ll be heading to my room after my bath.” He was relieved that his mother wouldn’t see him. She knew him well enough to know when something was bothering him. He needed some separation from her. Usually, he would kiss her goodnight. Not tonight. He would not be able to fake his emotions to his mother. He was never very good at lying to her. He would never be able to hide this intense emotional state. At least not tonight. To be sure, he decided to tell Doug Hennessey that he no longer wanted the assignment at Central Firehouse. He would make up some story that some of the firemen made fun of him. It was partially true, at least in his mind.
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      “We won’t be late.” Edie’s parents, Doris, and George, were leaving for a night out.

      Her mother was right, she thought. Nothing terrible has happened. It was a nice quiet day at the beach with an uneventful transit ride back home. No drunks approached her. No derailment. Her parents were fine. Auntie Ethel hadn’t died. It was nothing. Nothing at all. By now, Shirley would be home. If something terrible had happened, she would have heard by now. And yet.

      She couldn’t help but think about that man who was hanging around the beach. She had looked at the guy. There was something about him. Then there was that strange movement of his face. As Edie had walked up the concrete ramp and stepped on the sidewalk, she had passed by him. He had looked away. She had a pang of fear. That’s what it was. Fear? All too many times in her young life, she had the feeling. But, mostly, her fears came true. For a second, she had thought about going back to Shirley to warn her to stay away from that guy. But Edie was late. It looked like the thunderstorm was on its way. She lived halfway between bus stops on Highland Ave. She had a quarter mile walk to her apartment from the bus stop. She hated lightning and didn’t want to get caught outside during a storm.

      Her thoughts were suddenly interrupted. Bang. Bang on the door. Her fear accelerated. She wasn’t expecting anyone. What if something had happened to her parents? For an instant, she couldn’t move. Something horrible had happened. She knew it like always.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s me.” Shirley could barely speak.

      “Shirley?” Edie opened the door.

      Edie was shocked when she saw Shirley. “What happened?”

      “I need to take a bath.”

      “You’re shivering.”

      “And borrow some clothes.”

      Edie knew not to probe. At least not right now.

      “I’ll call my mother and tell her that I decided to spend the night here. Okay?”

      Edie nodded. She knew something had happened after she left the beach.

      Shirley stood in the middle of the living room. Waiting. “I need to take a bath. Now.”

      Edie raced into her bedroom. She scurried through her drawers and found a top and a pair of shorts.

      “I’ll need a long sleeve top.”

      Edie ran back into her bedroom. She handed Shirley a couple of tops and pants. And a towel.

      Taking the clothes and towel without saying a word, Shirley walked slowly into the bathroom. She shut the door

      Edie just stood there watching the bathroom door shut. Her heart ached for her cousin. Looking at the torn shirt, what appeared to her a ripped bathing suit, she imagined the worse. She had the strongest feeling that someone had violated Shirley without really seeing anything. She even pictured the car that stood near where the man was standing in
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