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Loretta was used to fighting with boys, and meeting them as an equal. Then two things

happened: She encountered a grown-up love affair—and a boy asked her for her

FIRST DATE

not because I had any aptitude for it but be-

cause O'Leary’s Hardware Store had a twenty-
two rifle for sale, and my parents weren't in
sympathy with my burning desire to own it. I sent
news of Whitefish, Montana, to the Daily Inter
Lake, published in Kalispell, a few miles away. The
Inter Lake editor paid me for it at the rate of a dol-
lar a column foot. .

He didn’t know I was fourteen, or even that I
was his reporter. He thought my Aunt Tillie was
still his Whitefish correspondent. But that summer
my folks were away, on a trip back east to Minne-
sota, and Aunt Tillie had more jobs than she could
handle. She worked in the city water office and was
sewing things for her wedding at Christmas—her
fellow lived in Seattle—and she had me and the
housework to contend with.

“If you want to do the reporting,” she said, “and
type tKe news—mind you, 1t has to be typed—you
can have the money."”

“Anybody can work a typewriter,” I sniffed.
“You just poke it.”

Aunt Tillie insisted there was more to reporting
than poking a typewriter. You had to get the facts
more or less right, she maintained—anyway not
making up very much in the way of details.

“And remember,” she warned, “nobody was ever
baptized with Mister or Missus as the front name.
You have to get the names right.”

So, equipped with a notebook and a pencil stub,
1 wandered around downtown feeling important
and looking—but not very hard—for news. You
could cover the whole business district and pever
be more than two blocks from Aunt Tillie's office.
There wasn't much news to be found in the business
district, but it never occurred to me to go anywhere
else looking for it.

The trouble with me and journalism was that 1
was scared of anybody I didn't know well—and
scared of some people I did know, for that matter.
At space rates, and with the Inter Lake publishing
everything Aunt Tillie let me send, I could have
made a fortune, except for being afraid to ask
questions.

Having Aunt Tillie censor my copy made me
mad sometimes, but once she saved me some em-
barrassment. That was the time Mr. Perkins told
me, and I dutifully wrote, that Pete Mabry had gone
to Cut Bank on business. Aunt Tillie snorted as she
crossed it out, “Don’t let 'em kid you. Pete Mabry
is a freight brakeman, and Cut Bank is the end of
his regular run.”

Every time my news was in the Inter Lake, I cut
it carefully out and pasted it onto the bottom of the
clipping before. You can bet I measured it plenty
often to see how much they owed me.

The Methodist picnic, for instance, came out
sixty cents’ worth, because I was there, knew all
the people (Aunt Tillie got the spelling of their
names off the water bills) and gave elaborate de-
tails. But I never even mentioned such morbid
affairs as funerals or operations. I didn’t suppose

I WENT into journalism when I was fourteen,

He came around the corner, carrying his swimming
suit hanging over one shoulder. His shoes made a
wet sound, so I felt friendly. I muttered, “Hl0”
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anybody would care except the people involved,
and they knew all about it already.

Much as I admired that twenty-two rifle, I hated
to go out and dig for news. The people I wasn't
scared of practically never knew any news, like
Mr. Carter at the secondhand furniture store. He
was a pleasant, friendly man who never seemed to
be busy or in a hurry. He had been in the war—that
was the other war, of course—and now that he was
back he liked to loaf in one of the battered, old easy
chairs in the front of his store. If the place was
locked up when I went over there, I felt that he had
let me down. He was my refuge from having to pry
into other people's affairs.

When his shop was closed, he was usually on the
First National Bank corner, leaning against the
railing and talking to other men, and I didn’t inter-
rupt there. If he was in bis store, I could legiti-
mately drop in for news and stay until time for
Aunt Tillie to close up her office. (If I stayed at her
office, she’d send me home to put the potatoes on
for supper.) Mr. Carter and I talked about fishing
and hunting, which he liked and I planned to take
up at any minute.

One hot day when I had been swimming over at
the lake, Aunt Tillie looked up from her water bills
and remarked. “There's a new bookkeeper over at
the livery stable. That'll make a news item. She’s
new in town.”

1 got out my notebook and inquired, “What's her
name?” :

“I don’t know," said Aunt Tillie. “Go ask her.”

“Go ask somebody what their own name is?" I
gasped. I had never heard of anyone's doing such
an utterly insolent thing. Anyway nobody my age.
When I was fourteen, children knew thetr place—
and that place was very comfortable as a retreat
from problems that grownups had to cope with.

*“Certainly ask her what her name is,” Aunt Tillie
insisted. “Now run along and do it. I'm going to
find out what it is, too,” she warned, “so if you get
it wrong, I'll fix you.”

If she was going to get the name anyway, I
thought, why should I embarrass myself? To put
off the evil moment, I asked idly, “Why does Mr.
Lewis have a livery stable and a garage both?"

*“He's waiting to see which way the tide will turn,
I suppose,” she answered. “He can always make a
progt off the horses, pulling the automobiles out of
the mud. Now git!"

I went, dragging my feet.

TARK SATTERTHWAITE came around the

corner, carrying a wet swimming suit hanging
over one shoulder. I wasn’t allowed to do that; I
had to lug mine bundled up in a towel. Stark was a
cross I had to bear; Aunt Tillie had scolded me
once for not speaking to him when we met on the
street, and I had argued, “I'm certainly not going to
speak to a boy first! Let him start it.”

“Ladies are supposed to speak first,” Aunt Tillie
had informed me. *“Don’t you want to be a lady,
for pity’s sake?"

I certainly did not. I wanted to be a lumberjack
and wear a plaid shirt.

Stark had pushed me off the diving raft just this
afternoon, and I had thrown his shoes in the lake—
they were still making a wet, squelching sound—so
I felt friendly. I muttered “H'lo.”

ILLUSTRATED BY ALEX ROSS

Stark was a handsome boy, if you like boys. I
used to, when I was younger, but I didn't any more.
They had all changed somehow, and I was scared of
them. Having brothers, some girls thought, was an
awful handicap. Not having any is worse. I didn't
have any.

Stark said, “Hey, wait a minute.” I stopped walk-
ing and glowered at him. “You want to go to the
movie Saturday?” he asked hopefully.

That was the first time a boy ever asked me for a
date, and I didn't realize what was happening. Alll
knew was that it was upsetting because it hadn’t
happened before. If Aunt Tillie had heard my re-
ply, she would have fainted. I said, “Nope. Haven't
any money.”

“I figure on taking you,” Stark explained gener-
ously. “I got passes from giving out handbills.”

But I was stuck with my refusal. “Nope,"” I re-
peated, adding belatedly (and it tore my very soul
to be so polite), “thanks.”

I went on to the livery stable, hating the entire
world, and Stark went up the street whistling.

THE livery stable smelled the way livery stables
should smell, and it was cool and dark. In the
bookkeeper’s office was a young lady so exquisitely
beautiful, with dark hair coiled up on top of her
head and little dips of hair down on her forehead,
that I would gladly have been shot to save her, pro-
vided they let nje make a heroic speech first.

She smiled a heavenly smile and said, “Good aft-
ernoon. May I help you?"

I gulped and remembered what I had come for.

“I gotta find out your name,” I said, “for the pa-
per.”

“For the paper?” she repeated, as if getting her
name in the paper were the most wonderful thing
that could happen. “Why, it's Elizabeth Jones.” 1
wrote it down with loving care. “Will you really put
it in the paper?” she asked.

“Sure,” I promised. I would have carved it in
rock at the top of Lion Mountain if she had asked
me to. I asked her some more questions and found
out that she was the sister-in-law of the garage-and-
livery-stable Mr. Lewis, who didn't trust either
horses or automobiles too far, and she lived with
the Lewises. She was from Billings and had been in
town since Wednesday.

“And won't you please tell me your name?" she
asked in the prettiest way. It didn't sound inquisi-
tive at all; it was downright flattering to be asked.

‘“Loretta Wilkins,” I growled. “I'm a sophomore.
Will be in the fall, anyway.”

She didn't say a thing about how I was a healthy-
looking big girl, or wasn't I awfully young to be re-
porting for the paper. She beamed and said, “Oh,
1sn’t high school fun!"

I hadn't noticed it especially, but I said, “Sure
thing,” beaming right back.

I walked on air down to Mr. Carter’s secondhand
store. He was ;Iitting in his most comfortable sec-
ondhand easy chair, and he pointed at the next best
one for me. I told him about the beautiful Miss
Jones.

“You don't say! Pretty as that, eh? Think I better
take a look?” He grinned, making no move to go.

“You sure better. She sure is pretty. Nice, too.”

“I trust your judgment,” he said. “I'll take a
look.” (Continued on page 67)
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