First Date

Barry James Hickey

I can't say I'm good-looking and I can't say I'm ugly. It's the pimples, you see, getting in the way of a clear picture. Maybe too, it's what made me a late-bloomer girl-wise. I just turned seventeen. One day, while working at the Texaco where I pumped gas on Western Avenue, I decided enough was enough. All my friends were lining up with girls left and right and besides, I finally had a car. A cream colored 1964 Dodge Dart convertible with push-button transmission. So even if I wasn't the pick of the litter, I had that car and a full-time job after school and I expected that meant something to the parents of teenaged girls. Responsible boys are hard to come by.

There was one gal I had my eyes on for months. Marnie. She looked like a peach with soft white skin and bobbed hair that drifted casually between redhead and blonde, just above her shoulders. Even if her hair was gray or falling out, I still would have found the courage to ask her out. She didn't seem very bright so I thought I might have a shot at her. She had boobs, too. But they weren't that important yet. I wasn't trying to get laid for the first time and I didn't have an urgent prom coming up. I just needed to know that I was ready for manhood, that I could handle a first date on my own without sage advice from my three older brothers. Heck, they weren't much better with the female persuasion than I was unless they were drinking. Marnie's boobs seemed all right. Bigger than most others I noticed. They might come in handy on a second or third date, maybe.

One Friday night Marnie pulls up to the gas pump near dusk and she's holding two dollars in her hand, acting like she knows what she's doing. She's probably driving the family Pontiac, I guessed. I took the hose off the pump and found the gas tank under the rear license plate. I bent down, half-sitting on my haunches putting in the gas nice and slow, watching as she sidled down towards the rear fender, watching me like a cat. 

"How do you keep your hands so clean pumping gas all night?" she asked.

I thought it was a dumb question, but at least she was talking to me and looking down at me.

"I wash 'em about every hour," I said.

I noticed her feet. She was wearing sandals and her toes weren't too beat up. She had freckles that started at the ankles that ran along her legs, disappearing under her knee length cotton dress. Since she was looking down at me I didn't dare look higher. Marnie suddenly reached down and starting scratching a thigh, causing that dress to shake and sway in the light wind. It inched up another inch or two and I found my eyes looking up. I think she did the scratch on purpose. Sure, it was the beginning of summer and it was hot and humid and sticky but the mosquitoes weren't hatched yet. I knew it was a signal from her for me to pay some attention.

I finished that gas and stood up with the hose, trying to step around her. She seemed to trip a step over the hose, like she was uncoordinated. Her soft breasts hit me square in the chest. That was a moment, I'll tell you. Another signal. With titties on the brain, I knew it was my moment to put up or shut up.

"I was thinking," I said, "maybe you'd like to go out sometime, maybe see a movie at the Evergreen."

"I can do that," she smiled. "When?"

"Well, I don't work Sundays. We could go then. You go to church?"

"Yeah."

"Maybe after church? Around five o'clock?"

"I think I can," she said.

"You gotta ask somebody?" I said.

"No. I live with my mom. She don't care."

"This her car?"

"Yeah."

She went to the car and tore a piece of paper off a bag holding milk and Pepsi. I handed her a Bic pen and she scribbled down the address.

"What's the movie?" she asked.

"Well, there's The Godfather or maybe you'd like to see Conquest of the Planet of the Apes."

"I'd like that. The first Ape one was pretty good."

"Okay," I said. 

After she drove off, my older brother Tim and my Greek boss Petros came shuffling out from the station garage to reel in a rack of tires near the curb. 

"You get her?" Tim asked. "'Cuz if you didn't ask her out I was gonna."

Tim is two years older than me. He's already losing his hair. I waved the paper at him and smiled.

"Taking her to the movies," I bragged.

Petros rubbed my shoulder. "Good for you," he said. "Do you want me to buy you some beer?"

"No," I said. "It's a first date."

After the gas station closed at eleven, I pulled out Marnie's address and drove down 105th Place to see what her house looked like. There it was: 1755 West. It was a small modest brick house. Her mom's car was parked in the driveway. For some reason, I slouched down when I drove past, in case Marnie was sitting on the stoop. I didn't want her to think I was obsessive. After that I went down to the park and sat on the bench where all my friends lived most of the time. We considered ourselves hoodlums. Dago and Little John fetched me a beer from the bushes and I told them all how I asked Marnie out. The story changed and I sounded bigger than I am.

"And she don't mind the pizza face?" Dago asked.

"Someday my pimples will vanish," I said. "But you'll always be ugly."

The next day at work, in between customers, I washed and waxed my Dodge Dart. 

When Sunday afternoon came around, I got an earful of advice and a prophylactic from my brothers.

"In case you get lucky," they said.

I gingerly put the rubber in my wallet between my driver's license and high school ID, then headed to the flower shop. I spent thirty minutes looking at roses and daffodils and carnations. I bought the carnations because I didn't want Marnie to think I loved her or anything. Not on a first date. Besides, they were cheaper. I bought gum for my breath, too. Wrigley's spearmint. When I got out to my car, I pulled the top down on the Dart.

A few minutes later, I arrived at Marnie's house. For some reason, I was sweating. I remembered a story one of my brothers told me about an older fella he worked with. After his first date he couldn't get rid of his girlfriend to save his life and now he was married with kids and miserable. Even though he's Catholic, the man said he wished he was never born.

Marnie's house looked different in the daylight, but most of the houses in the neighborhood look similar; tan poverty brick built in the 1940's during the Roosevelt administration. It seemed like every other house for a mile in any direction looked the same. I didn't see the Pontiac Marnie had driven in the driveway. There was a Buick parked there instead. Dentists and accountants drive Bucks. And there was an old Impala parked at the curb. My grandmother drives an Impala. They're good cars.

I slipped out of my Dart with flowers in hand, boldly went to the front door and rang the bell. I sensed I was being watched from within and my suspicion was ratified when I noticed an old man peeking out through the blinds from one of the rooms facing the street.

Seconds later the door opened up and there was a nervous looking lady staring at me like I just robbed her house. I assumed it was the mother who didn't care what her daughter did with her free time.

"Can I help you?" she asked.

"Yes," I smiled bravely. "I'm here to see Marnie."

"Marnie?" she asked.

"Yes. I'm Barry. I work down at the Texaco."

"You work at the Texaco?" she said.

"Yes."

The woman paused at the open door, then stepped back from it. I took it as an invitation to step inside and that's what I did. The woman took a long stride back away from me and turned to a small study where a man her age sat playing Monopoly with a pair of old people and a young kid about eight.

"This young man says he is here to see Marnie," she said. "He says he works at the Texaco."

The whole family craned their necks and stared at me. 

The man who was her age spoke up. "You say you met Marnie at the Texaco?"

"Yes sir. I work there."

The old man next to him picked up some dice and rolled them. He moved his top hat around the Monopoly board, his eyes researching me. 

"Texaco, you say?"

"Yes, I said."

"I don't buy Texaco. I use the Sinclair."

After he bought the Reading Railroad it was the old lady's turn with the dice. But she didn't roll them. She just held them in her hands shaking them over and over and over, the whole time staring at me with unwritten fear.

"Oh," I said. "I almost forgot. These flowers are for Marnie." 

I thrust the flowers forward and the stunned woman at the door's eyes opened bigger than buttons. She staggered back a step and I wondered if maybe she was allergic to carnations. I hung on to the flowers for a more appropriate time.

The man stood up from the Monopoly game and came into the hallway, standing beside the woman. He was tall and bulky and sour

"This boy is here to see Marnie?" he growled to the woman. "Did you know anything about this?"

"About what?" she said. She seemed frightened now.

"About what Marnie was doing at the goddammed Texaco!" His voice was raised and he seemed unpleasant. I thought he might be a cop or a plumber.

"I, I, I," she said. "I have no idea! She's never done anything like this before!"

The man turned to the study and yelled at the kid sitting on a stool next to the old man.

"Billy, did you go to the Texaco with Marnie?"

"No," the kid said. "I swear."

The man looked at the flowers. "Why the flowers?" he said.

"I thought she might like them," I said. "I told her I'd take her to see a movie."

"A movie?" said the woman. She looked at the man. "He wants to take our daughter to a movie?"

The man turned on me and fired one off. "What's your name again?"

"I'm Barry. I work at the Texaco," I said pleasantly.

"Yes, yes," he growled again. "You already said that. Just how do you know our daughter?"

"She said she didn't have a dad," I remembered.

"Oh she did, did she?"

The man looked at the woman like he wanted to punch something.

"Just what the hell is going on around here?" he yelled.

The woman threw up her hands and nearly screamed, "I can't take this any more!" 

She stomped out of the room, leaving me alone with the man. He was perspiring now and his face was turning blood clot red. I thought maybe he was a fireman now. 

Long seconds went by and the woman returned to the hallway carrying a small child rubbing sleep from her eyes.

"Marnie. Do you know this boy?" she asked.

The child looked at me and started crying.

"No," she said.

"Then what the hell were you doing at the Texaco?" her father yelled.

"I wasn't at a texco," said the kid.

"Wait a minute," I interrupted. "That isn't Marnie," I said nervously.

"This is Marnie!" said the man. He yelled at little Billy in the study. "Why did you take her to the Texaco?" he said accusingly.

"Dad, I didn't!" said the boy.

"This is all crazy!" said the woman with the dice. I realized she was the grandmother. "What I want to know is why a pimple-faced teenager is bringing flowers to a three year old!"

"But that's not Marnie!" I cried.

The whole family of nuts chimed in together. "This is Marnie!" They all said.

"But... but..." I reached in my pocket, pulled out my brown paper with the address and stared at it. "Is this 1755 West 105th Place?"

"No," said the wife. "This is 1755 West 105th Street."

My knees went weak. My throat went dry. My jaw hung open like one of the characters from Conquest of the Planet of the Apes.

"I'm sorry," I stammered. "I must have the wrong address."

The husband snapped the brown paper from my hand and looked at it.

"You young moron," he said. "You're on the wrong goddammed street."

"Yes," I realized. "But what are the odds of someone having a daughter named Marnie one street over with the same address? It is an unusual name."

It was a valid point. Grandpa in the other room started laughing his ass off. "Sumbitch!" he howled. "What are the odds of that?"

Grandma, his wife poked at him. "It still doesn't explain what Marnie was doing at a Texaco!"

"I'm, I'm sorry," I said. "I better go."

I backed away out the door. The husband closed in on me and looked past me at my Dodge Dart. "I'll be stopping by the gas station," he warned. "Just to make sure you really work there."

"I don't blame you, sir." 

My head was low and the flowers in my hand seemed to wilt with me. I crept to my car. When I got behind the wheel the whole family was standing in the doorway together looking like a sad and confused urban painting.

My car leapt from the curb and I was gone. 

I drove around the block to the right address this time, checking my paper against house numbers several times over. There was the house. A Pontiac in the driveway. The house looked exactly the same as the one I just left. I caught my breath, picked up the flowers and headed towards the front door. Suddenly, the screen kicked open. A drunken woman stood before me on the stoop three steps up. There was a long tall glass of clear liquid in her hand. She took a long swallow and looked down at me, sneering.

"So you're the boy who thinks he's going to have sex with my daughter!" she howled.

Marnie appeared behind her and pushed her way outside into the clear air of sanity. She stood at my side and yanked the flowers from my hand.

"We're just seeing a movie," Marnie said.

"Sure you are," said the mother. "What movie?"

"Planet of the Apes," said Marnie.

"Lies! All lies!" the mother shouted theatrically. "That movie came out a year ago!"

"This is a sequel," I said. "It's Conquest of the Planet of the Apes."

"Who the hell are you?" the woman asked, hiccuping.

"I'm Barry. I work at the Texaco."

The mother glared at her daughter.

"You're going out with a gas station attendant?"

"Mom..."

"Great!" said the mother. "Throw your life away." She turned as if to go back inside, then turned on me again for another assault. "What time does the movie start?" she asked.

"5:15."

"When does it end?"

"I don't know."

"I'll call the theater," she said. "They'll tell me - then I'll know. And my daughter better be back here in this house right after."

"I'm sorry I was late getting here," I said to Marnie as we hurried to the car, "but I went to the wrong house."

"You what?" she said.

"I went to 1755 West 105th Street by mistake."

"Oh," she said. "Those people. They're all crazy. He's a fireman, you know."

"Is your mom okay?" I said.

"She's just drunk. Let's get the hell out of here."

I took Marnie to the movie. It wasn't very good. She complained about the popcorn, the candy, the pop, our seats, the people in the row in front of us, the man at her right, the family behind us. She got up and went to the bathroom three times and I suspected she had a bladder infection. I didn't dare hold her hand.

When I got Marnie back home there was mother on the stoop, a fresh cocktail in her hand, drunk as can be. She staggered to rise and accost us but Marnie just ran towards the house and shoved past her to get inside. Mother used a handrail to pull herself up. She started at me, left foot on the sidewalk, right foot on the grass, a few more steps, then a right foot on the sidewalk and a left foot on the grass, then a heave-ho and a long left where she fell to her knees, spilling her drink.

I put my car in drive and got the hell out of there. 

It was nearly eight when I stopped by the park and joined my friends. There was a new girl in our midst. Her name was Katie. She was cute and small and blonde and didn't seem attached to anyone. I fetched the wilted carnations from my car and gave them to her. She seemed to like my car. She seemed to like me. I asked her if she'd like to go to a movie sometime and she said yes.

Marnie didn't come by the gas station anymore. Somehow my older brother Tim snagged her phone number from my dead pile and called her. Before he took her on a date, he borrowed the family prophylactic for luck. Marnie's mother didn't care for him, either. She didn't trust any young man who was balding prematurely. She said he'd lack confidence his whole adult life. Besides, he worked at a gas station.

It seems women would traumatize all of us brothers for many years to come. They are a hard bunch to figure out, but they do teach a man patience.

