CHAPTER 3





THE ROOM I went into was as stuffy as the room I left.  It looked like a side porch with the bamboo furniture, but there was only one window.  Annie sat at the dark-stained piano, her back to me.  Her blonde hair was cropped short and curled up on top of her head.  She turned as I came in.


	"Don't stop.  I'm sorry.  If I'd known you'd stop I wouldn't have come in."


	She smiled and turned back to the piano, but she started to play a different piece.  One she thought I'd like, I suppose.  It was a fast number with drive to it.


	"You can play the other one," I told her.  She went into the first tune.  "What is it?" I asked.


	"It's something of my own." Her movements were slow and lazy on the keyboard like she was relishing the motion of her fingers.


	It was a good tune;  soft and quiet with mostly chords rather than any strong melody.  Annie tipped her head down, watching the keys like she wasn't too sure where her hands were going next.


	"I'm trying to think of some words to go with it," she said softly.  She tipped her head back and smiled at me standing above her.  I went over to the couch and sat down.


	"Why don't you leave it the way it is?"


	"Do you think it sounds all right?"


	"Sure I do."


	She laughed.  "I thought so too, but Mrs. Brandon thinks it would be better with words."


	That irritated me so I said, "I don't think so.  I think words would ruin it."


	"What do you think of this one?" she asked me.  She slipped easily into another piece.


	It was like the first only more of it was left out.  I couldn't pin down whether I liked it or not.  When I tried to follow her and hum the tune in my mind, I got fooled and she left me.


	"Have you been playing long?" I was embarrassed at my question.  I knew I was fighting the music and the piano for her attention.  But she didn't seem to mind.


	"Would you rather I stopped for a while?" she said.  She turned around slowly on the piano bench and faced me.


	"No.  No go ahead;  please go on."


	She laughed at me.  "I'm sorry but I'm tired.  Maybe sometime later.  I'm glad you like it," she added.  She got up from the bench and came over to the couch and when she sat down next to me I caught myself wondering what Browdy would say to her.


	"I suppose you feel the same way about your jumping that I do about the piano," she said slowly.  But she was looking at me pretty carefully.


	"Well, it's tiring," I grinned, "but I don't think in the same way."


	"It must be wonderful." She stretched her arms above her with a slow lazy excitement.


	"That's funny.  It's not wonderful at all.  It's like I was an electric toy somebody plugged into the wall socket.  It's frightening, not wonderful."


	She looked at me quizzically.  "Do the others feel that way, too?" she asked.


	I laughed at her seriousness.  "No, they don't.  Rettig doesn't.  But I've tried to feel the way he feels and I can't do it.  It'd be a lot easier if we all felt like Rettig."


	"But it must be exciting."


	"I don't know," I told her.  "Take Rettig.  He's really living when he's up in the air, I know that.  Sometimes I think he hates to come back to the ground.  But me, I'm always trying to get it over with.  When I'm on the ground looking up into the air where I've been, then it's exciting to me."


	She laughed again.  "Maybe you think about it too much.  I know when I think about my music, I can hardly play."


	She had it there and I knew it.  I think about things all the time.  I get tense before a jump, thinking about things.  But then Browdy and Rettig were tense the night before too, so I knew it wasn't something different about me.  Still I had a bad tight feeling and I felt like I wanted to talk to her.


	"Tell me something, Annie.  When you're playing, do you feel like something cold and powerful is taking over?"


	She thought a minute.  "Yes, I think so," she answered slowly.


	"The only way I can explain it.. well, does it feel like you're being led away from something instead of toward something?"


	Annie stretched again lazily.  She reminded me of a bird, the way she arched her back with her arms over her head.


	"How does your other friend feel?" she asked me.


	"Browdy? To Browdy jumping's a job.  Like he says, 'It's like the insurance business only you make more money'."


	"Insurance business?" Annie smiled.  "Browdy picks the insurance business because he used to sell insurance a long time ago before he went into the army.  He splits the whole thing right down the middle.  On one side he risks his life for money; on the other side he prays he won't die.  But you know, Annie, he does jump for something.  He's got his reason:  the money.  And it's more than I've got."


	We didn't do anything much, just sat there and the time seemed to pass easily.


	The screendoor slammed shut, but I was so comfortable I pretended I didn't hear it.  Still Annie heard.  She jumped up.


	"That must be Mrs. Brandon," she said.  She got right up and I followed her out into the living room.


	Rettig and Mrs. Brandon were standing inside the front doorway.  Mrs. Brandon was pulling at her white gloves and Rettig stood smiling behind her.


	"Oh, John, you should have seen them," Mrs. Brandon said excitedly.  "The girls sat with open mouths."  She laughed and looked up at Rettig.  "I'm sure nothing this exciting has happened in Bridgeville since Lincoln spoke."


	Mr. Brandon said nothing.  He stood up and his mouth went up at the corners like he was asking something, but he only smiled.  Rettig smiled too, but a little uneasily, and he came in and sat down before Mrs. Brandon did, like he was trying to point out he had no interest in her.  I thought it was a little late for that.


	He looked over at me.  "I didn't know anybody would be so interested in the finer points of jumping from an airplane."


	Mr. Brandon settled his small body back down in his chair.  "Oh, they enjoy something different, you know.  They are always eager for something out of the ordinary."  His smile lasted for a moment but then his face set into a stiff seriousness.  The sudden silence caught Mrs. Brandon standing in the middle of the room.  She took two quick steps toward the diningroom and then turned to Annie.


	"Did you start dinner, Annie?" she asked.


	"Not yet." Annie glanced at me and then turned away to follow Mrs. Brandon through the dining room and into the kitchen.


	Mr. Brandon opened his book.


	"Where's Browdy?" Rettig asked me.


	"He went out to the airport."


	"We caught a weather report on the car radio on the way back," Rettig said.  "Rain's predicted."


	"I know," I said.  "That's why Browdy blew his stack and took off for the airport.  I don't see what he's got to worry about.  If it rains tomorrow, we don't jump; if it doesn't, we jump.  That's not so hard to figure, is it?"


	Mr. Brandon got up with his book and walked into the study.


	"He's worried about the tickets," Rettig said slowly.  "That advance sale puts him on the spot.  There isn't any sure way of letting the people know the jump's been called off."


	"I guess not," I answered.  "Still, if it rains, there isn't anything else to do."


	"It's always been simple for you, Kid, hasn't it."


	"How about the radio?"


	"We won't know whether we'll jump or not until it's too late to reach everybody by radio.  And if we put it on the radio tonight that the jump'd be called off if it rained, we wouldn't have anybody out there no matter what.  I've seen it happen, Kid."


	"Look, Rettig," I told him.  "Remember what you used to say when we first started?  Be careful, you used to say; be careful, that's what's important in this business."


	"Did I say business?"  He laughed.


	That's what made me mad about Rettig.  I couldn't talk to him.  He'd catch one thing and then ignore everything else like he was afraid.  "I don't know whether you said business or not," I said quietly.


	"A lot of things have changed since then, Kid."


	"Yeah, I've been noticing.  I been watching you."


	"I'm a hero, Kid," Rettig smiled.  "You should have seen those women this afternoon."


	"Be serious with me, Rettig.  Why in the hell are you taking so many chances now?  What are you trying to prove?"


	"You wouldn't understand, Kid."  He smiled slightly.  "Anyway, who says I'm taking chances.  Remember me?  I'm the guy who taught you everything you know about stunt jumping.  Who are you to tell me I'm taking chances?"


	"I'm the guy that worries."


	"Well, don't worry about me, Kid.  I know what I'm doing."


	The screendoor banged and Browdy charged into the living room.


	"We got it made, men," he said, grinning.


	"What's up?"  I hoped the rain scare had gone.


	"We got a good pilot and one of those four-seater Cessnas.  We can't miss.  Remember, Mike, that Cessna we used in Burlingon a month ago?  This is the same kind.  We'll take the back seat out and with the cargo hatch, there should be plenty of room to move around in.  I wasn't sure I'd get it or not.  I was pretty sure when I was up here before, but I didn't want to say anything until it was set."


	"Yeah, yeah," I interrupted.  "What'd you find out about the weather?"


	Browdy took a deep breath and glared at me.  "They still don't know for sure when it's goin' to come.  It may rain tonight, tomorrow morning or tomorrow afternoon.  That's all they know now.  They said they'd call about seven o'clock tonight and let me know what they've got.  After that all we can do is worry about it."


	"You worry," Rettig snapped.  "All I got to do is jump.”


	I looked at Rettig.  He was leaving it up to Browdy, and I knew Browdy was going to jump no matter what happened.  Browdy was on the spot.


	"Look," I said.  "If it's raining, we don't jump.  That's simple enough isn't it?"


	"Yeah, simple," Rettig laughed.


	Browdy looked surprised, but then he smiled at me importantly.  "Everything may be simple to you, Kid, but somebody's got to use their head around here.  It looks like I'm it."


	"All right," Rettig said, "you're it.  But quiet down."


	"All we can do is wait," Browdy said more quietly.  "Anyway we got a sweet plane.  The manager out at the airport's a nice guy.  Turns out he's made some jumps himself.  He brought the plane up from a small town south of here."


	"That's great," I said.  "Nothing's better than a good four-seater Cessna when it's raining."


	"Look, Kid, shut up. just shut up."


	Rettig stepped in quickly.  "All right.  Take it easy, you guys.  There's other people in this house."


	Mrs. Brandon came into the living room.  Mr. Brandon must've seen her pass the door of the study because he came out right away.


	"You can set the table, Annie," Mrs. Brandon called over her shoulder.  "Dinner should be ready in a few minutes," she told us.


	"Did you ask them, Elizabeth?" Mr. Brandon said timidly.  "After all, maybe they would rather eat out.  We wouldn't want to force our hospitality on them."


	Mrs. Brandon stared at him.  Then she said very slowly, "But they're going to pay for it, dear. just the way you wanted them to.  Isn't that right?" she asked Rettig.


	"Uh, yes," Rettig mumbled.  "I didn't get the chance to..."


	But Browdy caught on fast.  This was something Browdy could understand.  "Certainly," he said.  "We couldn't ask you to board and keep us for three days without paying something."


	"See, dear," Mrs. Brandon said.  "Everything's all right."


	Mr. Brandon turned away and walked up the stairs.


	"It's been a long time since we've had a homecooked meal," Browdy smiled, rubbing his hands.  "I hope you made enough for three horses."


	“Oh, don't worry," Mrs. Brandon laughed vacantly.  "I love to cook for people who eat."


	She sat down and picked up a magazine, flipping the pages quickly from back to front.  She stopped and concentrated on a few of the colorful advertisements, but mostly she skipped over the pages like it was a magazine she'd already read.


	Rettig stretched his legs out in front of him.  He sat with his head down, looking at his hands.  When Mr. Brandon came back down right away, I almost had to laugh, because it struck me that he hadn't been embarrassed and had merely gone upstairs to wash his hands.  But he did look sheepish.


	Annie looked up from the table in the dining room after she'd finished setting it.  "I think everything's ready, Mrs. Brandon," she said.


	Mrs. Brandon rose and walked through the dining room.  "I think we'd better give the meat a few more minutes, Annie."


	Mr. Brandon followed her.  "Did you have those knives sharpened this week, Elizabeth?" he asked stiffly.


	"No," she answered vaguely, "I didn't have the knives sharpened."  They both disappeared into the kitchen.


	"I guess we'd better wash up," Browdy said.  He stood up and stretched his arms.


	Rettig and I followed him up the steps.


