CHAPTER 2





SHE EDGED OUT through the doorway, leaving as small an opening as possible behind her.  She smiled and waved from the porch --- although she was close enough to say hello --- and her cheeks flushed as she called back into the darkened screen:


	"John, John.  Come out.  They're here."


	Before her husband could join her on the porch she walked down the steps and came out toward us.  Mr. Brandon stood behind her, looking upset about something.  An odd-shaped pipe was wedged between his teeth and his jaw looked soft even though it was clenched.


	"You came earlier than we expected," Mrs. Brandon said.  She looked back at her husband,, and then in spite of her obvious excitement she stopped at the main sidewalk and held herself away from us.


	Her sleekness was obvious to me again.  Her brown hair was pulled back very tight along the side of her head and tied in the back.  She reminded me of Dad:  she had the same intensity, the high cheekbones and the high hips.  She looked very young, except for her skin that was yellow and pinched up a little around her nose.  Still I guessed she was about forty and no more.


	Rettig came around from the back of the trailer as Browdy smiled at her.  I saw Rettig stop with his hand resting lightly on the corner of the canvas.  She turned to look at him, smiling, but as she saw him standing motionless and staring, she hugged her arms, her hands grasping hard at her elbows like she was suddenly cold or nervous.  Mr. Brandon came down slowly from the porch to meet us and when she f elt his presence she loosened her grip on her arms and took my hand.


	"Come in now and you can bring your things in later," she said.


	I nodded and then introduced her to Rettig.  She didn't offer her hand.  Rettig bowed his head slightly and then shook hands with Mr. Brandon.


	He looked much older than her, about in his fifties I'd say.  There was something about her that didn't seem old at all: some nervous excitement she had so that if she'd suddenly turned and gone running down the street, I wouldn't have been surprised.  She had on a conservative flower print dress that dropped away from her high waist and hardly seemed to touch her slim legs.  She looked like at any time now she might throw her head back and laugh at all of us, but she acted very composed and didn't do more than smile slightly.


	"Forgot my cigarettes," I said and I went back to the car.


	They went on up the sidewalk.


	She was a lot like Dad.  Doctor Fickers had done his best to keep it from me, but gradually I'd come to know about the accident.  Dad had been drunk.  My mother'd wanted to drive but he wouldn't let her and on the way home there'd been a three-car crash killing them both and three others.  All the women at the funeral had said at one time or another:  "Poor woman"; but not much had been said for Dad.  Everybody had expected it to happen to him sooner or later and I got the feeling they were pleased to be right.


	"You coming?" Mrs. Brandon said brightly.


	When I came away from the car they were all four walking ahead of me and it made me feel easier.  Browdy and Rettig stamped heavily in their boots, up the cement steps.  Mr. Brandon waited and held the screendoor open for me.  I felt him studying me as I walked past him.


	"It seems a little stuffy in here," Mrs. Brandon said.  She gave a quick look to her husband like she'd argued about it before we came and was now apologizing to us.


	Mr. Brandon looked back at her patiently.


	"When the windows are closed like this, dear," he said very slowly like he was talking to a child, "the house cools off.  There is no sense letting in the warm air,, now is there."


	"Oh, I think I'd rather have it open.  I can't stand to have the windows closed."  She watched Rettig like she was asking him what he thought.  All he did was smile at her.


	Two small figured lamps with narrow shades were lighted and threw yellow light around the darkened room.  The venetian blinds were drawn against the sun and the lamps looked lonely burning inside the cool stuffy house.  The gloom covered the room and the people with a yellowness.  It was like a piece of old lace had been dropped over everything.


	There were patches of ixell-waxed oak flooring between the three hooked rugs.  A large drop-leaf table was pushed up against the wall opposite us as we came in the doorway, and books were piled on its top.  On the wall behind the table a small tapestry hung from a hook by a golden cord.  The background of the cloth was black with a large gold dragon woven into the center.  All around the room were glass enclosed book-cases filled with books.  On each side of the table there were two wing-backed chairs, well-stuffed and with thick seats.  On the other side of the room was a wing-backed love seat and couch.


	Mrs. Brandon's face looked old in the lamplight.


	"Sit down," she invited.  "I've made some lemonade.  Annie!  Annie, will you bring in that lemonade on the kitchen counter?'


	A young voice called out of the room off the living room that looked like it might be a study.  "All right, Mrs. Brandon."


	"Oh, I'd better help her," Mrs. Brandon decided.  "I don't think Annie knows where the glasses are.  She just came yesterday.  Annie's going to stay with us while she's in school." Mrs. Brandon rose and walked into the kitchen, her high-heels clicking youthfully as she walked across the bare oak floor.


	"It's a hot one today," Browdy said cheerfully.


	"Yes, it is," Mr. Brandon answered briefly.


	"I understand you teach school."


	"Yes.  Biology at the college here in town." Mr. Brandon smiled.  "How long do you plan to stay?" His voice was light, almost timid, but his eyes behind the glasses were staring.


	"We shouldn't be here more than three or four days," Browdy told him.  "If everything works out, we'll be ready to leave Monday morning, although I hate to drive on the Fourth."


	"What is it Elizabeth told me ... you're going to jump from an airplane here?"


	"That's right, Mr. Brandon," I said.  He seemed to ignore me on purpose.


	"And people will come to see you do that?  Well, yes that's right too;  I suppose they will, won't they."


	"They have every time so far," Browdy said proudly.  "We make it interesting."


	“Oh, I imagine it is," Mrs. Brandon said, coming back with five glasses on a silver tray.  "I imagine it is very exciting.  I don't see how anyone can jump from an airplane."


	"He didn't mean that, dear, he was talking about the people who come to see them.  It's exciting to the people, he said," the professor explained.


	She paused slightly.  "I know he did," she said, and I had to give her credit.  "That's what I meant:  it must be very exciting.  I don't think you'll have any trouble getting people to come and see you," she said to Browdy.  "Why very rarely does anyone here have the chance to see anything so exciting."


	"Hello," Browdy said.


	A young girl stood in the doorway to the dining room.  She had a quiet face, soft blonde hair and very soft tan legs.  She stood hesitantly in the doorway like she wanted to slip away.


	"Come in, come in, Annie," Mrs. Brandon said impatiently.  "This is Annie.  She's staying with us for the semester, aren't you Annie?"  She used the same tone Mr. Brandon had used on her.


	Annie nodded to us and then turned as if to go away.


	"Come in and sit down,, Annie, Mrs. Brandon repeated.


	"In a minute, Annie answered.  The two yellow lights shone on her tennis shorts as she turned and went into the study.  After a few minutes we could hear her playing the piano.


	"Is that Annie?" Rettig asked.


	"Yes, it is," Mrs. Brandon looked at him directly for the first time; "she's at that age when she can do anything."


	"At that age?" Rettig smiled.


	Mrs. Brandon smiled back and the professor shifted uncomfortably in his chair.


	"Goodness, Elizabeth, you talk as if you've never had the opportunity to learn piano."


	“Oh, it seems too late to learn anything now," she said.


	I looked around but nobody seemed embarrassed except the professor and me.


	Browdy laughed.  "I've seen men learn to jump out of planes when they were in their late fifties."


	"Do you think it takes more courage to face a plane than it does to face a piano, Mr. Browdy?"


	I couldn't help smiling.  Browdy was always the man with the ladies, but Mrs. Brandon was pinning his ears back for him.  Rettig smiled too.  Mr. Brandon lit a cigarette, pursed his lips and exhaled.  Browdy shifted his weight in the narrow chair.


	"Well, I didn't say that, but I think it proves anyone can learn at any age."


	"I suppose you are right," Mrs. Brandon laughed.  The flush came back to her cheeks.  "But I would like to learn so many things."


	Mr. Brandon pulled a watch from his vest pocket and glanced sideways at it.  I thought he was going to mention dinner and get Mrs. Brandon into the kitchen.


	Instead he said, It's four o'clock, Elizabeth.  Didn't you have a club meeting?"


	"Yes.  Oh, yes, I almost forgot."  She got up from her chair, uncrossing her smooth legs quickly, and stood up with her glass in her hand.  She sipped the last of the lemonade and then walked with her quick steps to the doorway.


	She turned back.  "Say, I just thought ... well ... I don't know exactly how to ask.  I wonder if one of you could possibly go to the club with me and tell us about your fascinating business."  She was looking right at Rettig.  "I know they would be interested and it would be good public relations, wouldn't it, Mr. Browdy?"  She smiled as she held her glass pensively up to her chin.


	Browdy stood up.  "Good idea."


	"Why don't I go along with Mrs. Brandon then while you make sure about the airport's end of it," Rettig said.  He stood up too.  I thought at first he was kidding, and so did Browdy, I guess, because he didn't sit back down but looked across the room with his mouth open slightly.


	"Am I dressed all right for it?" Rettig asked her.  "I'll put on a sport coat."  He went out through the front door as Browdy sat back down.


	I don't usually feel sorry for Browdy; I always figure nothing happens to him that he doesn't deserve ten times over.  But I know I'd have felt better if Browdy was the one leaving for Mrs. Brandon's club.  I couldn't figure Rettig out on this one.


	Mrs. Brandon stood waiting by the stairway going upstairs as she watched Rettig through the front door.  When he came back in, carrying his worn suitcase, he said to me, "Looks like it's clouding up out there.  Better keep an eye on the trailer."  Then he followed her up the steps while she chattered on about what he might say to the members of the club.


	Mr. Brandon was very quiet after they were gone.  He didn't look up from his hands, and neither Browdy nor I said anything so there was a tense silence.


	Finally he sighed and asked, "How did you two start doing this?"


	And Browdy rattled on telling him until Mrs. Brandon and Rettig came down the stairs again.  Mr. Brandon turned away from Browdy in the middle of a sentence and watched the two of them.


	Mrs. Brandon tucked a white purse under her arm and pulled on a pair of white gloves in the doorway.  When she looked up she noticed us watching her.  "Don't let my husband talk on about your mother," she smiled at me.  Rettig held the door open for her and she waved behind her as she stepped outside.  Rettig smiled at us like he was doing no more than leaving for a pack of cigarettes.


	I went over to the doorway and watched Mrs. Brandon back a light green Plymouth out of the driveway.  Rettig sat beside her with his arm hanging out the window, and he waved his hand at me.  Mrs. Brandon swung the car out into the street and then tore away, squeaking the tires momentarily.  When I turned back the professor was lighting another cigarette.  His pipe lay on the table where he'd left it when he'd come in.  What Mrs. Brandon had mentioned about my mother had interested me, although I thought she'd fixed it good so that nothing would be said.


	"I think I'll turn on the radio," Mr. Brandon said.  He rose, breathing heavily which seemed odd for a man his size.  "See what the news is."


	The room seemed to be getting dimmer in spite of the small lamps and I wanted to jerk open the windows and feel some air that was moving whether it was hot air or not.


	Mr. Brandon switched on the radio and then stood in front of it, waiting for it to warm up.  Browdy sat slumped in his chair as he recovered from the brushoff.  We listened to the local news and Browdy pepped up considerably when the announcer read the commercial about the jump.  I lost track of what the announcer was saying, until I caught something important.


	"... Storm clouds have been gathering throughout southern Illinois this afternoon and it is believed there wifl be thunder showers either late tomorrow morning or early afternoon...”


	Then he went on with some local baseball scores, but I wasn't listening anymore.  I watched Browdy.  He was still interested in himself but I could see the rain news was slowly sinking in.  He wiggled in his chair like he didn't know quite what was bothering him.


	"What'd he say?  Rain?" he asked.


	"That's right.  That's what the man said."


	"The hell!" Browdy muttered sharply to me; "what do they know about it!"


	"A lot more than you do," I told him.  "I'd take a guess you're worried about all those tickets you've got out.”


	"He said showers.  In the morning too.  It won't hurt us."


	"Maybe not as f ar as the crowd, but what about the chutes?"


	"The chutes won't get damp; they're well-packed, and all we got to do is keep 'em dry until we jump."


	"Browdy, you know better than that.  If those chutes get wet at all it may be enough to hold the nylon together.  If those canopies don't pop open we'll really give your crowd a show."


	"I take it the rain is dangerous," Mr. Brandon said.


	I'd forgotten all about him, and now that I remembered he'd been there all the time I was embarrassed.  Browdy popped off though.


	"It's dangerous for the kid here anytime," he said.  He stood up nervously.  "I better get out to the airport.  I'll get a better weather report out there."


	"Be sure you don't make up your own."


	"It isn't going to hurt anything if there are a few showers tomorrow morning.  You know as well as I do that moist air makes you come down slower."


	"Yeah, either real slow or real fast."


	"Like I said, Kid, they don't pay to watch a man walk across a street."  Browdy let the screendoor bang behind him.  I watched him unhook the trailer and then pull away slowly down the street in the Ford.  Nothing could make Browdy drive fast.


	"All right if I put some of our stuff in your garage?" I asked Mr. Brandon.  I didn't like the way he was staring at me, and I didn't like the way we'd blown off in front of him.  I wanted to get out of the house for a while.


	"Certainly, certainly," he smiled.  "You can pull the trailer into the garage if you like."


	I went out, but I couldn't budge the trailer.  So I lugged the chutes into the garage, putting them up on top of a work table he had in there.  I wanted those babies dry.  Rettig had always been the one to offset Browdy's careless concentration on the buck.  But now here was Rettig out talking to a ladies' club and I didn't know what to expect from him anymore.


	The chutes were packed up tight though.  We used the regular back-pack chutes, the old T-7's the army used to call them.  They were a little better than the air force survival chutes and a little worse than the new ones the army airborne was using now, the T-10's.  In the T-7 the canopy comes out of the back-pack first and then the lines, so that when the canopy pops open the guy hanging in the harness feels like he's been hit by a freight train.  The chute whips open throwing all the shock on the back lash.  The T-10 throws the chute pack away f rom the man and the canopy opens and pulls out the risers, the long cords running from the chute to the harness.  That way a guy doesn't get the shock all at once.  It's a nice friendly chute.  But Browdy and Rettig had never jumped the new chute and they were leary of it.  They were too old to change.  Rettig might have, but not Browdy.  Browdy was sure he didn't want the new ones.  So we went along with him.


	When I came back into the living room Mr. Brandon was sitting in the chair alongside the table, leaning over slightly toward one of the small lamps and reading.  I started past him to go upstairs.


	"Did you get it all in?" he asked me.


	"Yeah.  You never know how much stuff you got along until you have to drag it in someplace in a hurry."


	He smiled.  "No, you don't." He motioned over to a chair and closed his book.  "Tell me, does all this seem worthwhile to you?"


	He caught me off guard.  I sat down in the chair and lit a cigarette.  "I don't know about me, but it does to Rettig.  Rettig believes in jumping out of an airplane.  I don't know what it does for him, but he wouldn't be the same without it."


	"Ah, why is that I wonder?  Does he find the danger fascinating, you suppose, or what?"


	He seemed interested in Rettig.  "Everybody gets a kick out of danger, Mr. Brandon."  I thought I'd throw the ball back to him.  "Even somebody say like, well Mrs. Brandon finds excitement in the danger of jumping."


	But he surprised me.  "Yes, I suppose she tends to make heroes out of you because you risk your lives.  Every woman seems to be looking for something to replace her armored knight, you know.  But I wonder why men should risk their lives when there are so many other things to do."


	He looked at me like he expected me to say something but I sat there silently.


	"Elizabeth is like your father.  She's still looking for excitement, even after all these years.  If she found it now, I don't know what she would do with it."


	The piano music started up again in the study.  And it was only after Annie had started to play that I realized she had stopped.


	Mr. Brandon noticed me looking toward the study door.  "She plays quite often doesn't she." He looked very tired.  "It infuriates Elizabeth.  She plays quite well, Annie."


	I didn't know what he wanted from me, telling me all these things, but I knew he wanted something.  I decided to get away.


	"I wonder if she'd mind if I went in and listened," I asked him.  "My mother used to play all the time."  He moved slowly but I could see his eyes flash behind his glasses when I mentioned my mother.  I thought I'd better skip the whole thing, whatever it was.  "You don't think I'll bother her, do you?"


	"You never bothered your mother did you?"


	As I got up and walked toward the doorway he called after me, "You won't jump tomorrow if it rains, will you?"


	"I don't know," I said.  "Depends pretty much on what Rettig thinks."


	"Rettig seems to be quite important in your group."


	"Rettig is a funny guy," I said.  He was pushing me again.  "You never know what Rettig is going to do."
