CHAPTER 6





WHEN RETTIG AND I walked in, Mrs. Brandon was reading by one of the small lights.


	"Hello," she smiled at us.  "I'm certainly glad to see somebody.  john's gone upstairs to bed and I have been reading this boring book.  "She set the book on the table.  "We usually don't go to bed this early."


	I didn't care what time Mr. and Mrs. Brandon went to bed so I couldn't figure out why she'd worry about it.  But Rettig smiled and sat down.  I heard the piano.


	"I think I'll listen to Annie play for a while before I go upstairs," I said.  I walked over to the door of the study slowly because I was afraid if I went fast Mrs. Brandon would get suspicious and call me back.  But I opened the door and went in, and she said nothing.


	It was dark;  Annie hadn't turned the lights on.  I sat down on the couch.  "Don't stop," I told her.  "If you stop every time I come in I'm going to stop coming in."  Then I thought maybe that's what she wanted me to do, stop bothering her, and I held my breath.  But she turned back and began to play.


	Shapes started to form in the darkness as my eyes got used to it, and the streetlight outside the window seemed to grow more and more dim.  Annie moved her head and I could suddenly make out her shadow.  Gradually the light from the street glowed around her, outlining her body.  She was wearing a white blouse, I thought.


	I settled back and let the music drift around me.  Outside I could see the moths fluttering around the glaring globe of the streetlight.  The light was a small intense and artificial globe of yellow and the moths whirled around it in helpless dark specks.


	She sat back suddenly and rested her hands on the bench as she turned and looked out the window.  I looked out too, but there were the moths circling around the yellow globe.  I didn't like the way they looked.


	"Come over here, Annie," I asked her.


	She waited a long time to answer.  Then she rose and came over to the couch.  "All right," she said, and I couldn't see whether she was smiling or not.  It kind of scared me.  I could see she rubbed her arm.


	"Do you feel all right?" I asked her.  After all here it was hotter than hell and she was shivering.


	"Yes," she answered softly.  "It's just that I always feel cold when I go away from the piano suddenly like I did now."


	"Cold?"


	She laughed.


	"Maybe it'd be better if I put my arm around you."  I thought it was the thing to say but she looked at me in an odd way.  "Not that I mean anything," I explained.  "Because you're cold."


	Then she looked hurt so I told her, “I don't know what I mean, Annie."


	"I don't mind,” she said.


	I didn't know how to go about it.  My arm settled awkwardly around her neck and I had to slide it down around her shoulders.  I hadn't been with a nice girl since high school.  And even then I hadn't made it a practice.


	"I don't know why you’re cold," I laughed, "but it's all right with me."


	We sat there silently and I tried not to look out the window.  But you know how it is.  When there's one bright square in a dark room your eyes always go to it like they were afraid to see nothing.  So after a while I gave up and watched the moths flying around.


	Then Annie stretched her arms back above her head.


	"Sometimes I feel as if everything is going on without me," she said.  "It's as if I weren't a part of anything but the world was just a movie I was watching."  She acted like it was something she had just noticed now.


	"When you play the piano too?" I asked her.  "You do that so well, Annie."


	"When I play it seems I'm farther away than ever."  She spoke softly like she regretted it.


	I reached in my pocket for a cigarette and took out the pack.  She watched me struggle with one hand.


	"Here.  You hold the pack," she said, "and I'll pull it out for you."


	She handed me the cigarette.


	"Do you want one?”


	"Oh no," she said, "it doesn't taste good to me."


	I leaned back and dragged on the cigarette.  "Tell me, Annie, are you going to study music at the college?"


	"I don't think so.  I love music, but I don't think I want to study it."


	"You know, I told her, I was glad when the army drafted me out of college.  I was ready and willing to leave."


	"What school did you go to?"


	I laughed.  "I doubt if you ever heard of it."  I was sorry I brought it up because I didn't want her to know I only went one year.  


	"What were you studying?"


	"Nothing.  I was trying to finish and graduate, that's all."


	"I like you, Johnnie," she said suddenly.


	I thought maybe she was trying to set me off balance at first, but she looked away out through the window and didn't say anything more.  I figured maybe she was waiting for me to say I liked her too.


	"You're doing research,” she laughed at last.  "You're finding out how blue the sky is."


	I laughed with her.


	"Does it look any different when you're in a plane?" she asked seriously.


	I almost laughed again, but I didn't want to hurt her feelings.  When I fall out the door of an airplane, I don't worry about the color of the sky.  "Haven't you ever flown?"


	She shook her head.


	"Well, it doesn't look any different.  The only thing is you get more of an idea how much sky there is."


	She was looking at me intently so I went on.


	"Rettig says when a man gets up in the air, that's the only time he gets off the ground."  I laughed but she didn't think it was funny because she didn't laugh at all.


	She tucked her feet up underneath her skirt, after kicking off her shoes to the end of the couch.  I wondered about the couch cover getting dirty.  She pressed the shoes up against it with her feet.  But she didn't seem to mind;  so I thought, why should I.


	But if it wasn't the couch cover it was something else.  Sitting there with my arm slipped easily around her shoulders, I felt guilty about something.  Like I said I'd never messed around much with a girl like Annie.  I listened through the door for some sound from Rettig and Mrs. Brandon, but there was nothing but silence in the next room.  I kept thinking what would happen if Mrs. Brandon should suddenly walk in here and flip on the light.  The streetlight blazed away outside, arcing its light through the darkness, and the moths still danced around it.  Annie took my hand into her lap.


	Why do I hang back, I asked myself.  I've had plenty of girls in so many different towns, why should I hang back now?  Hell, Annie is a girl like any other, I thought.  I leaned my head over her suddenly and tightened my arm along her shoulder.  She met my lips with her teeth clenched tight and then slowly they parted as she let her mouth go soft agai.nst mine.


	But then she pulled away gently.


	"That was nice," she said slowly.  She turned her face toward the window and the light from the street outlined her chin.


	"Then why turn away?" I asked her.  I tried to pull her shoulders back, but she turned her head the other way again.


	"I don't want to spoil it, Johnnie," she said.  She looked worried and scared.  "Not now."


	I let her shoulder go and felt her tight breasts slide across my chest and then her head settled back straight against the back of the couch.  Then I remembered something Browdy'd said.  You let them get the best of you once and they treat you like a dog from then on.


	I pulled her shoulders back around to me.  Her head turned toward me at the quickness of the movement and I bent down and kissed her again, keeping my mouth on hers like I was insisting.  Her mouth was tight again, but it loosened slowly.  She turned and I could feel her body curving against my stomach.


	Then I got scared too, and I turned her shoulders back against the couch again.  I leaned back and looked out through the window.  She didn't say anything.


	"The sky looks almost smoky, doesn't it?" I asked her.


	“Umm hmm,” she answered.  Then she looked up at me like she'd remembered and she added, “I hope it doesn't rain."


	"It'll be all right if it rains tonight, or early tomorrow morning."


	"You won't jump if it's not all right, will you?"


	I looked at the sky, not thinking about answering her.  Instead I repeated her question to myself.  I knew she was asking about me, not about the three of us.


	“I can't say, Annie," I said finally.  "I don't know what it'll be like tomorrow.  I can tell you there have been times when I've almost not jumped --- but I can't say anything about tomorrow."


	"I suppose I knew you wouldn't promise anything," she said softly.  "I don't know why I asked you.  I'm sorry; I don't like promises either."


	"I can promise you I'll be the same guy looking up at the sky and trying to decide that I am tonight."


	"I know, I know.  I'm sorry," she said again.


	"I'm glad you asked me, Annie."


	"Well, I don't know whether I'm glad or not," she laughed suddenly.  "I have the feeling I'll be just as cold and worried when you leave tomorrow as I was a little while ago when I came over to the couch."


	I got up.  "I suppose I'd better be getting upstairs."  I don't know why but I felt pretty proud of myself.


	She got up and went over to the piano.  As I opened the door she began to play.  I went out into the living room and closed the door of the study.


	Expecting to see Rettig and Mrs. Brandon I was surprised by the empty room.  But I figured Rettig had probably gone upstairs and Mrs. Brandon must have gone to bed.  Then I wondered why all the lights were still on.  The front door was open, and so were all the windows.  The cool night air drifted through the room.  I tried the screendoor and it was unlocked, but I figured this wasn't my house so I left everything alone.


