CHAPTER 1





THE THREE OF US --- Browdy, Rettig and I --- drove past the small airport about mid-afternoon.  The bright July sun slicked off the taut red, blue, and yellow skin of the planes resting by the one metal hangar.  There were no runways but the grass looked level and short.


	We were earlier than we expected so we pulled off the highway into the gravel drive of a rootbeer stand on a small rise in the middle of the flat corn land.  We could see the airport behind us, and when we looked ahead we could see the gabled roofs and a few spires of the town that lay on the other side of the railroad tracks that ran along the highway.  But we didn’t look much at the town;  after the long drive east from Iowa we were all pretty tired and mostly we wanted to get out of the heat and the bright sun and into the shade where we could feel a breeze if there was one.


	Then too there was this other thing building up in us.  When Browdy ordered the three glasses of rootbeer his voice sounded hoarse the way it did in a bar when he knew a fight was coming.  We'd been together some two years and that's a long time to get tired of each other.  It didn't always show, like now when I looked at Rettig:  the big man was as calm as usual.  His shoulders drooped easily and he looked relaxed.  He didn't fool me anymore though.  A few months ago I wouldn't have suspected the old guy's calm, but for three weeks now I'd been watching him close.


	Rettig was always the guy harping on safety, yet in the last three towns he'd jumped far over the safety limit himself.  He'd started to go lower and lower, gliding too close to the ground before he'd pull his chute cord.  Sure the crowds loved it, but the last time had scared me, and believe me, I don't worry too much about Rettig.  Rettig was thirty-five years old, the old pro among the three of us.  I hadn't said anything to Browdy about what I was thinking-what the hell, Browdy was thirty and both of them treated me like a kid.  I didn't want to say anything until I was sure.  Anyway if Browdy was as smart as he thought he was he'd have seen it when I did.


	Rettig had never given me any idea what was bothering him.  Even now he sat there next to me, calm and looking straight ahead through the old filmy windshield.  He was a funny looking guy.  The large head, the heavy growth of hair that stuck up along the sides, both made his long face look longer.  There were deep, thick lines sloping down around his mouth.  He had an ugly face but he didn't seem to care about it.  He was more sensitive about his legs.  They looked like the legs of a cowboy, sharply bowed and thick.  Browdy'd told me about when they had been paratroopers together in the army one of the guys kept calling Rettig crazy-legs.  One night the guy fell down the steps, or at least he said he fell down the steps.  Nobody mentioned the name crazy-legs anymore.  Even Browdy'd looked like he wished he'd never mentioned it, after he told me.


	"Was that it?" Rettig asked over at Browdy.  He handed Browdy the empty rootbeer mug and nodded back at the airport through the rear window.


	"I know, I know," Browdy said quickly, "it doesn't look like much, Mike.  But we'll have a big crowd.  Everybody from twenty-five miles around comes into this town on weekends."


	"What for?" I said.  I was always trying to puncture him.


	But Browdy was edgy now.  "How should I know what for?" he said.  "I don't care why.  That's for wise college boys like you to figure out, Kid."


	I spent one year at college and Browdy never let me forget it.  Browdy was like that.  I could never figure Browdy and Rettig being together as long as they had been; something like ten years, I think Browdy told me.  Browdy was a nice looking guy in a mick sort of way.  He was always having trouble with sunburn.  Every summer he'd turn red and stay like that until October, and every night he'd be dabbing this lotion on his neck.  In the winter, when we'd work out at the airport in Burlington, he'd turn white as ivory and when we'd get dressed up to do the town, Browdy'd put on a blue suit and he'd look dead.  Still Browdy had been the one that got us started jumping.


	"How about the highway?" I asked him.  "The highway's too close to the airport.  A lot of 'em will see the whole show for nothing it seems to me.  They won't buy a ticket if they can park their cars along the road and look."


	"Relax,, Kid," Browdy grinned.  "You don't think I fly in advance just to put out the circulars do you?  I think of these things.  I got us an advance sale going.  I've had tickets in this town a week." He laughed.  "We'll be all sold out tomorrow morning."


	"I should've known, Browdy."  I handed him my glass and he honked the horn for the girl to take the tray.


	It was then I thought of telephoning.  I had an uncle and aunt in this town I hadn't seen since my folks' funeral ten years ago.  I suppose it was because Browdy had irritated me; anyway, I went into the rootbeer stand and called them.  I'd been a hundred-eighty miles away for about the last two years and I'd never thought about them.


	I called them and, you know how it is, the first thing you know I had to promise we'd stay at their place;  they said they had a big house.  I didn't put up a fight.  I figured Browdy had where we were going to stay all settled and I couldn't think of anything better than to unsettle things for Browdy.


	"Where we staying?" I asked him when I came out.


	"A motel near the airport.  Not far from here."


	"They want us to stay with them.  Home cooked meals.  How does that sound for a switch?"


	Rettig roared, "Tell them okay before they change their mind!" Then he added, "They know we're jumping?"


	"I told them about it.  They said they'd seen some of the circulars."


	That made them all right in Browdy's book.  They’d read his circulars.  I went back inside and told them we'd be there in a few minutes.  Funny how some things happen.  When she'd first answered the phone I'd called her Mrs. Brandon and after that I couldn't bring myself to call them anything else.  It was Mr. and Mrs. Brandon and that was it.  They gave me an address and I came back out to the car.  I showed it to Browdy and he said he knew where it was.


	We drove out of the gravel lot and the damn trailer tugged back on the bumper as we hit the road.  The trailer was loaded with all our equipment and every once in a while during the trip I'd caught myself pulling it with my neck muscles.  I don't like lugging a trailer behind a car; it depresses me.


	The bright highway turned to a red brick road before we'd gone very far, and we soon drove under a railroad trestle, through a narrow one-way tunnel.  Browdy drove cautiously out the other side honking the horn --- Browdy could drive you nuts with his safety.  Then we were in the shade.  Locusts hummed in the tall elm trees and the ragweed smell died away as the smell of cut grass took its place.  High above where the heavy tree branches looped across the road, it looked white through the gaps in the leaves.  Then again the patches would be blue as the clouds slipped on.  Most of the houses probably’d been built thirty to fifty years ago when everybody had to have gables and turrets.  The homes were set back into the lawns like they were withdrawing from the street and were lying in state, their white paint greying with time and weather.  Green grass and flower blankets graced the old stone foundations respectfully.


	To me it seemed wrong to think of the Fourth of July weekend, with all the fireworks, in the presence of the old houses that squatted there with dignity.


	The three of us didn’t say anything to each other, mostly because there wasn’t anything to say that hadn’t been said before.


	A speed sign flicked across the windshield and Browdy slowed the car.  Then another sign coasted by;  Sunday Masses, St. John’s, 9-10-11 a.m.;  and Browdy’s thick neck wrinkled at the back as he glanced up in the sky through the front windshield.  Browdy was religious.  He was always crossing himself in the plane before we jumped.  Whatever happened was God's way and God's way was the right way, as far as Browdy was concerned.  Still it didn't keep him from trying to influence God before he made his jump.  I watched his neck muscles relax and when I followed his look, out through the upper left corner of the windshield, I saw the crossed shadow above the steeple that rose over the rooftops.  Browdy never went to church on Sundays though.  He was very independent.  He always went on Tuesdays.  I go once a week don't I, he'd say, but nobody is going to tell me what day.  Browdy was very proud of this.


	"We'll need a wind out of the west," Rettig said.  He looked out the window at the grass.  "It's in the southwest now.  I hope it stays."


	"Why do you want a west wind?" I asked him.


	"I don't want the line of descent to be over those phone wires back there when we jump.  They going to set up the stands running north and south?" he asked.


	“Probably,” Browdy answered.


	“I’d like to come right up along in front  If the wind shifts to the south we’ll have to come in over the wires and the grandstand to get anywhere near the field.”


	“Don’t worry, Mike,” I said.  “Browdy’ll order a west wind for you.”


	“Maybe I will, maybe I will.”


	I could see now Browdy'd been right about town.  Traffic, both people and cars, was getting heavier as we came into the edge of the shopping district.  People walked faster here and cars crawled slowly up the three-block narrow main street.  There were no parking places open and the cars in the outside lanes piled up as drivers stopped and waited for other drivers to pull out away from the curbing.  Buildings four and five stories tall seemed to hug the street with open fields sitting unused on each side of the three-block district.  New store fronts of false stone showed their wares all piled up, while above the chipped brick of the old buildings disappeared into the flat blue country sky.  But few of the shoppers looked up.  Traffic lights flicked quickly and some drivers gunned up to beat the signals.  The street was paved with asphalt --- there was no time to be quaint with red brick on the main street.  People walking on each sidewalk looked rumpled from the July heat, but they walked quickly, scooting into the stores and out again.  Browdy was right about the town of Bridgeville.  It'd be a good place to jump.  I'd been anxious when I'd seen the old houses, but I knew now they weren't the town.  They were the town's history.  The people running in and out of stores would go for a jump.


	I looked over at Rettig and the big man was asleep.  A guy can get mad at somebody who falls asleep next to him when it's hot and the traffic is heavy and three old women carrying packages try to run across in front of the car as the light turns green.  But there he was, his head thrown back against the worn seat, his adam's apple puffing up the skin under his chin, unmoving and denying what I wanted to believe --- that he wasn't sleeping but had his eyes closed against the glare.  He was sleeping all right.


	"We almost there?" I asked Browdy.


	He nodded back without taking his eyes off the street.  We were coming to the end of the asphalt and we could see the red brick and trees ahead.


	"I better wake Rettig then," I said.  I felt better when I'd nudged him.  "Browdy says we'll be there pretty soon.  Better get the sleep out of your eyes.  If I remember right, the old man is a college professor."


	Rettig pulled out his handkerchief methodically and wiped off his face.  Outside through Browdy's open side window I saw two young girls in Levis sitting on a lawn with a bushel-basket between them.


	They were cutting dandelions out of the ground with kitchen knives.  The girls looked up at us and I almost had to laugh as Browdy saw them and straightened up in his seat.  Then he turned back to the front smiling.  One of the girls pointed and the other sat with a dandelion poised over the basket while she watched our car.  I saw Browdy's smile broaden and I thought of the big red letters on the car door under Browdy's elbow, spelling out in big print: "Stunt jumpers, Inc."  Browdy drummed his fingers happily on the steering wheel as he turned his head to the front.


	I remembered that first time in Mendota when I stood in front of the car and saw both doors open at the same time with the printing on them.  At first the red letters had been on Rettig's side only, but then Browdy had the name painted on the driver's side too.  Browdy almost always drove.  But I'd never noticed before Mendota that the lettering wasn't the same color on both doors.  The printing on one side wasn't a true red but more of an orange.  You couldn't notice it unless you saw both doors at once, so it didn't make any difference.


	“You know it's funny about women," Browdy said.  He eased the car around a corner and off the main street.  "You can never tell how old they are after they get to be about seventeen.  I mean unless they're forty," he corrected himself.


	I didn't want Browdy to get into that kind of stuff.  We'd been all through what he thought of women so many times, so I cut in on him.  "We going to do the daisy chain here?" I asked.


	"So that's what's been eating you?" Browdy grinned.  "You’re still harping on the daisy chain."


	"I want to know if we're going to do it, that's all," I told him.  "I think it's a phony stunt.  We don't have to make jumping out of an airplane look hard.  What the hell, we're risking our lives."


	"Look, Kid.  The only way people can tell whether we're risking anything or not is by how it looks.  If it's not dangerous you got to make it look dangerous.  Isn't that right, Mike?  The daisy chain is the best stunt we got.  Sure... sure, I know when we use the static lines it makes it look like we got perfect timing.  So what?  We do other stunts that are trickier, but they don't look it.  Believe me, Kid, they just got to look hard."


	"Hear, hear," Rettig said softly.


	"All right, all right," Browdy added.  "But somebody's got to tell him.  Someday you'll get the message, Kid."


	"How about the cape trick?" I asked Rettig.


	Browdy butted in.  "Like the man said, Kid.  They don't pay just to see somebody walk across the street."


	"How about it, Mike?" I repeated, trying to ignore Browdy.


	But Browdy cut in again.  I think it’d be a good spot for it.  This town’s never seen a jump.  I checked around.  There's never been an outfit here, at least that anybody can remember."


	"It'll be all right," Rettig said.  Then he added slowly, "I've been trying to think of an easier way to keep my arms straight so I'll glide slower.  I want to stay up longer."


	"You can only stay up so long," Browdy told him.  "Don't worry about it."


	But Rettig didn't say anything more.  He closed up and didn't let on what he was thinking about.  I thought this might be the time to try and find out.


	"That business about staying up longer is no good, Mike," I said.  "I don't like it."


	But Browdy jumped on me.  "Jumping's a business like anything else, Kid.  If you don't sell it, nobody buys.  That's what I meant before when I said you got to pay attention to how the jump looks."


	Rettig laughed and I missed my chance to open him up.


	I looked past him out the window at the trees.  They looked taller now as we continued away from the main part of town, and the houses were set farther back from the sidewalk than the first I'd seen.  Men walking along the sidewalk in the shade of the high leaves moved slowly with their hands in their pockets as they returned home from work in some part of the town.  They didn't look as happy as I'd have been, with the long Fourth of July weekend in front of me.  The Fourth was on a Monday this year.


	As we passed them, they looked up with frowns on their faces as they watched the odd-lumped canvas-covered trailer tagging along behind us.  I wondered what Mr. and Mrs. Brandon would think, and I tried to remember what they were like.


	I recalled that the professor had given in too easily when Doctor Fickers had said he'd take care of me after my folks died.  But I couldn't remember too much about them.  I'd seen them only the day of the funeral and then they were gone.  I knew Mrs. Brandon had always been associated in my mind with horses:  she had looked so sleek that day.  But that was all.  Of course, my folks had talked a little about the Brandons.


	When Mother would speak of the professor, which wasn't often because Dad got irritated, she would always say how quiet he was, how polite, and always studying in his books like a monk or something.  Most of the early pictures of my mother in the photograph .album showed the professor with her.  Mother had gone with him in the Twenties back in Minneapolis.  But then the pictures broke off suddenly and there was Mother married to Dad and the professor was just as suddenly married to Elizabeth, Dad's sister.  Mother used to say Elizabeth was just like her brother;  "highstrung" had been the word she used.  After the accident I'd told Doctor Fickers about my uncle and aunt in Bridgeville and he'd called them.  But they came only for the funeral and left after one day.  I didn't know much about them.


	Browdy slowed down and peered out the window, looking at house numbers and checking the scrap of paper with the address.  He almost went past it.  He put on the brakes and backed up into the curbing and the high cement scraped against the back fenders of the Ford.


	It was a big white house, so white it seemed kind of pure between the big elm trees.  The street was silent with a heaviness that lifted only when the birds whistled.  A heavy quiet seemed draped around the white house, pressing it down on its red brick foundation.  Large tree shadows banked across its whiteness and flowers bloomed behind the trim short hedge that half-hid the foundation.


	We got out of the car, Rettig going immediately around the back to check on the trailer and the equipment, while Browdy stood with one leg on the curbing and stretched his arms up in the air.  I got out and stretched too.  When I turned my head back toward the house I saw her peeking out through the screendoor.  Mrs. Brandon.


