CHAPTER 4





TALK ABOUT a spread.  The good linen tablecloth was out, the good silverware, and the dishes were the kind that rung out when I touched them with my fork.  Rettig, Browdy and I were doing it justice.  I hadn't eaten so well since I'd left Dr. Fickers' house a couple of years ago.  The food was really good.  But Mr. Brandon and Annie picked at their plates like they weren't very hungry, and I couldn't understand it.


	"Have some more meat?" Mrs. Brandon asked Rettig.  She passed the meat plate down to him without waiting for an answer.


	"You don't know what a treat this is, Mrs. Brandon," Browdy said.


	Oh, now, I'll bet you men have eaten in some of the best restaurants.  All I can give you is quantity."


	Mr. Brandon smiled and dabbed his napkin on his mouth.  "I suppose there is something in having someone serving you and worrying about you."


	Mrs. Brandon looked down at me.  "You'd better save some room for dessert, she smiled.  "There's some apple pie."


	Annie smiled and looked over at me.  I smiled back.  Mrs. Brandon was still looking at me brightly like she expected me to say goodie, or something.  I didn't say anything.  Browdy had finished and he tucked his chin in like he was holding down a belch.


	"There any good shows in town?" he asked.


	"Both of the theaters are parts of large syndicates," Mrs. Brandon said.  "We rarely get any of the good films."


	"That's too bad," Browdy said, but he looked like he didn't quite know why.


	"We never see any of the foreign films.  In fact we seldom even go to the movies anymore."


	"I like the musicals myself," Browdy added.  "Those foreign shows get pretty depressing."


	"We have plenty of musicals," Mrs. Brandon smiled, "musicals and westerns."


	"We have the college theater," Mr. Brandon said, his voice rising slightly.


	"Oh yes, we have the college theater," Mrs. Brandon added sarcastically.


	I looked across at Annie.  "Are you interested in dramatics?" I asked.  Everybody seemed to be ignoring her.


	Mrs. Brandon laughed softly.  "Oh, not Annie.  You couldn't get her up on a stage.  But that's all right, dear.  You couldn't get me up in front of all those people either.  I don't see how anyone can do it."


	"I played for one of the high school plays," Annie told me.


	"That's right, you did, didn't you," Mrs. Brandon put in quickly.  "What was it now?"


	“The student musical.  I played in the orchestra."


	"Well, let's have our coffee in the living room," Mrs. Brandon said.  She rose from the table and went into the kitchen.  I could hear her taking the cups and saucers down from the cabinet, as we all got up.


	Mrs. Brandon served the coffee in small china cups on delicate saucers.  Browdy balanced his saucer on his thigh and Mr. Brandon kept looking at it nervously.  "We'll jump from a four-seater Cessna," Browdy began to explain to him.  "They're bringing it up from Adler."


	"Oh.  I didn't know there was an airport in Adler," Mr. Brandon said.


	“It’s not more than a cornfield," Browdy added.  "The manager out at the airport here said there's some sort of flying club down there.  Only three or four planes."


	"Well, anyway you're all set then," Mr. Brandon said like he was trying to wind the whole thing up so Browdy wouldn't talk about it anymore.


	“We got it all.  The airport's all set; I got the police permission when I was up a week ago.  We've been hitting the papers and the radio all week ...


	"I saw the story in this morning's paper," Annie said, like she was trying to help.


	"We've been reading about the parachute jump for the last two days," Mrs. Brandon said.


	“That’s it.  Tell these ungrateful birds how valuable I am.  They never think about how much work it takes to get people to come out and see them."  Browdy grinned.


	“That's right," I said.  “Browdy's the most valuable man in the act.  He handles everything but the weather.  That he leaves up to Providence."


	"Oh, it is supposed to rain tomorrow.  I never thought of that," said Annie.  "I do hope the people will come anyway.”


	“We don't have to worry about the crowd," Browdy told her proudly.  "We've sold plenty of tickets already."


	"Well then," Mr. Brandon asked, "why are you worried?”


	"Rain can play tricks with the parachutes," Rettig explained.  "Have you ever noticed your nylon stockings, Mrs. Brandon, how on moist days they'll stick?"


	"Why yes."


	"If that happens to a nylon parachute, it might not open.”


	"And if the parachute doesn't open then the show gets more exciting than it should be," I added.


	Browdy broke in, "The chances of a chute getting wet and not opening are mighty thin.  The real danger comes in packing the chute when it's damp."


	"Well there've been cases when the nylon sides stuck together in the air," Rettig told him.


	"What do you mean-stuck?" Mr. Brandon asked.


	Rettig leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.  "Well, you see, when the chute is pulled out of the pack on our backs, it comes out twisted and stretched out behind us.  The risers,, or the cords, are attached all along the bottom of the chute.  So unless some air gets up through the bottom and forces the chute open, nothing happens.  It doesn't open," Rettig smiled.  "And if the bottom happens to stick then no air gets up into the chute."


	"It makes me shudder to think of it." Mrs. Brandon rubbed her elbows.  "I don't see how you can do it."


	"I suppose it's something you become used to," Mr. Brandon said quietly.


	"I'm shaking just thinking about it," Mrs. Brandon told us.  She looked down at her arms.


	"Maybe they'd rather we didn't talk about it, Elizabeth."


	"No, we're used to talking about it," Browdy said, which wasn't true.  I couldn't figure out why we were all talking about it.


"As a matter of fact," Browdy added, "it's not as bad as it looks.  Only don't tell anyone I said so," he winked.  The crowd and the ticket receipts were always at his elbow like a private angel.


	"I imagine your equipment does do most of the work for you," Mr. Brandon said.


	Rettig squirmed in his chair, but he stayed silent.  I watched him rub his knuckles vigorously.  Then he looked up from his hands.  "Are you going to watch us tomorrow?"


	"Why of course," Mrs. Brandon answered.  "Mr. Browdy gave us three tickets.  I wouldn't miss it for the world.  I've never seen anything like it before, although John swears we saw a parachutist at an air show in Chicago once.  I still don't remember that, John.  I think you made it up."


	Mr. Brandon laughed tightly and then coughed.


	"What I don't understand, he smiled genially, "is why you make these parachute jumps.  I was asking Johnnie here about it this afternoon."


	"Did he tell you?" Rettig smiled.


	"No, not exactly.  Of course we didn't talk about it very long."  He smiled slightly at Mrs. Brandon.


	Rettig looked angry.  "What would you make of this, Mr. Brandon?  I had a friend when I was in the army --- a master sergeant, who said that jumping was not only a way of life but a way of death, too, which damn few things are."


	Mr. Brandon coughed again and looked at his wife.  "Is there more coffee, Elizabeth?"


	Mrs. Brandon didn't hear him at first, she was staring at Rettig.  Finally she answered, "No, but there's more lemonade.  Would you like some?"  She looked around the room.


	The professor and Browdy said they would.


	"Annie, would you help me with the glasses?"


	Annie stood up.  "Wouldn't you like something?"


	"I'll take a glass of water," I told her.  "Thank you."


	Rettig seemed to draw back into himself after they left the room;  he looked intently at Mr. Brandon and then appeared to make a decision.  Leaning forward he said softly, "Everything has to die sometime, doesn't it, Mr. Brandon?  Everyone has to meet death."


	"Yes," Mr. Brandon chuckled.  "I think that's one point on which all the philosophers would agree.  All things must end, I suppose."


	"Death is always at a man's shoulder," Rettig added.  His voice was very hoarse.  "Death is impossible to defeat, impossible to get away from.  A man can be struck down, and ended.  He has to face it."


	Mr. Brandon looked uncomfortable and he turned to glance into the kitchen.  "All this is very true, but I don't see what significance it has."


	"Doesn't it make sense that some men, feeling this way about death, would try to find a ritual for it some way to meet death with as much dignity as possible?"


	"Yes," Mr. Brandon said cynically, "I suppose some men might feel they elevated themselves by doing just that."


	Rettig lapsed back into silence.


	I looked over at Browdy.  His face was tense and shocked.  I knew how he felt.  Rettig had never said anything like this before.  He'd always been a perfectionist about jumping and we'd accepted it.  We'd never felt any need to ask why.


	What worried me more was I had the feeling that I'd known everything he said even though he'd never said anything like it before.


	Browdy got up suddenly.  There were tight lines around his mouth.  "Let's go down for a beer," he laughed to Rettig, "before you scare hell out of me."


	"We've got some lemonade coming," I interrupted.  I wanted Rettig to go on if he had anymore to say.  I thought it might help, although I wasn't too clear on how.


	I turned to Mr. Brandon.  "Have you ever been up in a plane?"


	"No, I'm afraid not.  Once or twice we almost took plane trips, but then we always decided to go by train instead."


	Mrs. Brandon and Annie came back.  Annie handed me the glass of water.


	"Mr. Rettig has been telling us about death, Elizabeth, Mr. Brandon smiled.


	"Death!  For heaven's sake, what a subject."


	Rettig looked down at his hands again.


	Annie had the oddest face.  I had to admit it wasn't beautiful or cute.  But it wasn't unpleasant either.  It was the kind of face you didn't have to be afraid of.


	Browdy sat down and looked at the lemonade Mrs. Brandon had placed on the table next to him.  He took the glass with his hand, but he didn't drink any of it.  He sat holding the glass in his lap and staring at it.


	Mrs. Brandon sat down.  "But when I left you were saying something about the rain?"


	Browdy's head jerked up.  "That's a funny thing," he said, "when the air is heavy, like it is before or after a rain, that's when jumping is the easiest."


	"I don't understand...”


	"The rate of descent is slower, Browdy told her.  I noticed the sweat coming out on his forehead.  "On a bright dry day, the air is light and we come down pretty fast."


	The phone rang and Annie, who sat closest to the small phone stand, picked up the receiver.  "It's for Mr. Browdy," she said.  She looked at all of us at the same time.


	"Probably the airport," Browdy said.


	He rose and took the phone.


	I watched his face closely while he talked.  Not that I didn't trust him, but I didn't want to wait until he told me.  But Browdy gave no sign of what was being said.  He listened intently and asked no questions.  


	"All right," he said finally.  "Well, thanks a lot for calling anyway."  He placed the phone back on the stand and walked clear back to his chair before he said anything.  "They still don't know for sure when the rain's coming.  But they don't think it'll be tonight now.”


	"I hope it clears up in time," Annie said softly.


	It was so unexpected that everyone laughed at her sudden concern.


	"How 'bout that beer now?" Browdy asked Rettig.


	"All right.  You, Kid?"


	I didn't answer, but I got up from my chair and took a couple of steps toward the door.


	"Be careful," Mrs. Brandon said.  "A lot of the railroad workers come into town on the weekends."


	Browdy laughed.  "We'll be careful," he told her.


	We went out the front and walked down to the car.  Rettig ran over to the garage to take a look at the equipment after I told him I'd put it away.


	"What gives with Rettig?" Browdy asked me.


	"I don't know, Browdy.  I don't know."


	We got into the car and waited.  The air had turned cool and I could hear a faint wind coming up.  Rettig walked down the driveway and then climbed in beside me in the front seat.


	"You did a good job, Kid," he said.


	"What if it does rain tonight?"


	"They should be all right.  They're off the floor."


	Browdy pulled slowly away from the curbing.


"Let's worry about the rain tomorrow," he said.


