CHAPTER 5





THE THREE-BLOCK business district was still filled with the parked, empty cars, although it was Saturday night and none of the stores appeared to be open.  Browdy drove on through the main drag and turned off into a side street.  We walked back up the main street after parking and we looked in each store window for a likely place to get a beer.


	The air felt cool, much cooler than when we'd come into town that afternoon, and there were few people on the streets now.  Bright red neon signs flashed above us and their glow rebounded at us from the glass store fronts.  The air felt good on my back and I realized if I hadn't gotten outside the house when I did, I'd have soaked my clothes with sweat.


	It was quiet here.  There were the soft clicks of the neon lights, but what little noise there was didn't seem to be a part of us.  I heard my boots striking against the cement and I felt loose as I walked in the cool air like I usually felt when I was carrying something over my head and my legs would swing by themselves.


	I kept wondering where all the people were that had parked all the cars that lined the curbing.  There still weren't any parking spaces open, but there weren't any people on the street and Mrs. Brandon had said there were only two shows.  I wondered if everybody was in the bars.  It would be reassuring, I thought, if all the drivers of the cars were in the bars someplace.


	"This looks okay," Browdy said.


	He turned into a doorway and Rettig and I followed him.  We had to go up three cement steps before we could go on through the door; and when we went in, it was like walking into a small grocery store, except there was a long bar counter that began just inside the door and continued on to the back of the room.  A mirror behind the bar was covered with yellow placards and bottle heads that stuck up from the shelf below.  The other wall was lined with red leather booths, each circular with an opening on the aisle.  A multi-colored jukebox split.the row of booths in the middle.


Browdy slid into the booth next to the jukebox and Rettig and I slid in from the other side.  A slim waitress detached herself from a group at the bar that sang "Happy Anniversary" to a fat man and small woman who sat and glowed sheepishly in the middle.


	Browdy pulled a cigarette from his shirt pocket.  He always carried his cigarettes loose like that in his shirt.  They'd get smashed and broken and every day he'd have to replace them with a fresh bunch because he didn't smoke too much.  But he liked it that way, I guess.


	"Three Buds," he told the girl.


	She went back to the bar, stopping for a minute with the group that was celebrating.  She leaned over and sang a few lines and then went on around the bar.


	Browdy had been watching her but then he turned to Rettig.  "Now what the hell is all this stuff about?" he asked sharply.  He said it like he didn't want to know why Rettig had said everything, but like he wanted Rettig to deny he said anything.


	"Don't worry about it," Rettig laughed.


	That was enough for Browdy.  He was going to do just that.


	"Okay, Mike," he laughed.  "I guess we're getting old, that's all."


	The waitress came back with the three bottles of beer.  She slipped the three glasses off the bottle necks and slid them onto the table.  Then she set the three bottles in the middle.  Browdy gave her a bill and told her to keep the change.  She looked at him startled at first, and then smiled and walked back to the anniversary party.


	"What time is it?" Browdy asked.  He looked down at his watch.  "I'd better leave about eight."


	"Seven-thirty," Rettig answered him.


	Browdy nodded his head and then looked around the bar.  "Cute little waitress," he said.  "Doesn't look like small-town stuff, does she?"


	Rettig glanced toward the bar.  "She looks like small-city stuff," he grinned.  "No class."


	I looked at Rettig.  This was something new.  I wondered if Rettig knew he'd wiped out most of his past with his comment.  After all, this type girl had been standard medicine for Rettig before.  There hadn't been any other kind.  When a man takes a poke at the kind of girls he's always favored what am I supposed to think?


	"What's wrong with her?" I asked.


	"Nothing's wrong with her," Rettig answered and he smiled again.  "Right, Browdy?"


	"She looks like her little pants are hotter'n hell," Browdy said, laughing.  "If that's somethin' wrong, it should happen more often."


	"She does that," Rettig grinned.


	"See if you can get her over here," I asked Browdy.  "I'll bet she's nothing more than a girl who's working tonight in a bar."


	"Waitress!" he called out.  Everybody in the bar turned and looked at him like they hadn't heard the word in a long time.  She came around the counter with a slight look of contempt.


	"Marge," she corrected Browdy.  She leaned one palm on the table.  "What can I do for you?"


	She was built slim, except for a few places, and she combed her blonde hair straight down where it was cropped short on her neck;  she was wearing a white blouse and a black skirt.


	"Well.... Browdy smiled, "several things.  Number one though would be easy --- three more bottles of Bud."


	She picked up Rettig's and Browdy's bottle, but when she picked up mine she grinned and set it back down.  It was still half full.  She walked back behind the bar counter again.  The bartender passed her three bottles and she came back, setting them in the middle of the table.


	"Sit down, Rettig told her.  Browdy slid over and she sat on the edge of the leather set with her feet out in the aisle.  She looked over her shoulder at us.


	"Number two is coming up, I see," she remembered.  "You got a cigarette?”


	Browdy tapped out a single cigarette for her on the table.  She took it and glanced over at the bartender, and then poked the end into the middle of her small mouth.  She leaned over to Rettig for a light, but Rettig didn't move.  Embarrassed, she turned back to Browdy.  He snapped open his lighter and made her lean way over to him to get to it.


“Well, gentlemen," she said, blowing smoke into Browdy's face, "such likeable manners."


	"What are you doin' way out in the aisle, Marge," Browdy asked her.


	"Because I'm afraid," she said.  "I'm such a little girl."  Her voice might have been coming out of the jukebox for all the attention she paid to it.


	Browdy drew back.  "You had me fooled," he grinned.  "I was goin' to ask f or a date."


	"That shouldn't bother you," she answered.  "You boys look like the little girl types.”


	"You goin' to bring your mother out to watch us jump tomorrow, little girl?"  Browdy reached into his pocket and handed her two tickets.


	Even Rettig winced.  The same old Browdy; little-boy-jumper-Browdy.


	"Oh, you're the parachutists."  She took the tickets and covered her surprise with the smile.  "Where's your airplane?"


	“Out at the airport," Rettig told her.  "They wouldn't let us bring it along."


	"Streets are too narrow," Browdy added.  "The town's way out of date.  Not built for airplanes."


	"You know," she leaned over to Browdy, "two years ago we were all going barefoot.  You wouldn't know it now, would you?"


	"Well”, I noticed your feet were a little large, Marge," Browdy told her.


	"That's from sleeping in a short bed," she smiled.  "Whoops, customer, boys." She got up quickly and put her cigarette out on the floor with her shoe.  "We're interested in paying trade."


	"Then bring us three more Buds," Browdy said to her back as she walked to the bar.  "I'm tellin' you, Mike," he told Rettig, "that one's ready made."


	Rettig looked down at his watch.  "Say, it's five to eight.  You better get going."


	"The church isn't far from here;  I got plenty of time."  But Browdy stood up anyway.


	"Say hello to the Padre for me," Rettig told him.  "Tell him I'm sorry too, just in case.”


	"Cut it out now, Mike," Browdy pleaded, "you


know what I told you last time you started razzin' me about this."


	"All right, all right.  Take it easy."


	"You guys want me to drive back down here and pick you up or can you take care of yourselves tonight," he grinned.


	"I don't know about the kid, but I'm going back to the house.  You can drop me off on your way."


	"What?" Browdy said.  "My God, Mike, think of those flat feet gettin' flatter and flatter."


	Rettig shook his head and stood up too.  "How about you, Kid?" he asked.


	"I'll go back," I said.


	When we walked out, I let the screendoor close slowly and I looked back.  I saw the waitress turn toward us.  She stood next to the bartender and he looked down at the tickets she was holding up in her hand in front of him.  He said something, then sneered and looked at us too.  She gave him a scornful look and then hurried around the corner of the bar with two bottles of beer.


