CHAPTER 7





COMING UP THE steps I could see the light on in Browdy's room.  His door was open and when I got up to the hallway, I could see him lying on the bed.  I started to go into my room, but Browdy saw me.  He swung his legs over the side of the bed and threw a magazine up on the bureau top.


	"Come on in, Kid.  Where you guys been?" he said, standing up.  "I come home and the house looks like a morgue, the lights all on and nobody home." He laughed.


	"Everybody's probably in bed, Browdy."  I walked into his room.


	"Where's Rettig?"


	"Isn't he up here?"


	"Hell no!" Browdy said.  "He hasn't been in since I been here."  Then he grinned, "Say, you don't suppose he went back to see Marge down at the bar?  You know how Rettig is before a jump.”


	“I don't know," I said.  "I guess that's his business."  I didn't want to worry about Rettig anymore.  After all a guy can't carry the whole world around on his shoulders.  "Has the airport called again?" I asked Browdy.


	"No.  We still don't know one way or the other.  Hell, everybody seems to know it's goin' to rain.  Nobody knows when."


	"Think the equipment'll be okay?"


	"It should be," Browdy grinned, "if we did a good job packing it in Burlington."


	Browdy was picking his nose.  Rettig always kidded Browdy about it:  You're an all right guy, Browdy, but you pick your nose;  and Browdy'd always laugh.  It irritated me though.  Hell, I've told him about it, but he goes right ahead, thinking whoever mentions it is kidding like Rettig.


	"I think I'll go in and get some sleep, I told him.  I turned around and walked out.


	I had to face it.  If there was any possible way, Browdy was sure to make the jump.  He had to --- the tickets and the crowd --- there was no other way for Browdy.  The money-God stood over Browdy's shoulder, directing him and prodding him;  and Browdy was right when he said this was what kept putting the food in our mouths.


	I turned on the ceiling light at the doorway, and then went over to the dresser and flipped on the small lamp.  When I came back around the bed, I turned the ceiling light off --- you know how damn deliberate you get when you're worried.  Then I sat down on the steel-framed bed and looked at the flat metal footboard.


	I couldn't keep away from wondering about Rettig.  I knew as well as Browdy did that as far as Rettig was concerned a woman was nothing more than a necessary function.  And Rettig always felt the need to function before a jump.  But I couldn't help but worry.  I kept thinking of that jump in Keokuk.  I guess after seeing that I'd lost a hell of a lot of confidence in him.  Every time I thought about the damn thing, the whole scene ran through my head again:


	Rettig dropped down, coming closer and closer --- a dark figure against the blue sky behind him.  A thin trail of white stretched out above him, looping and twisting, and then drifting to pieces in the wind.  I stood on the ground watching, while Rettig twisted down, the flour sack open and strapped between his legs, leaving the white trail out behind him.  I heard Browdy's voice booming out on the loudspeaker behind me.  He's got to pull the chute now, I kept saying to myself; he's got to pull it now.  But Rettig came still closer to the ground.


	"What the hell's he doing!" I screamed at Browdy.  But Browdy wasn't looking at the sky.  He was talking into the mike, looking at the crowd in front of him.  A girl screamed.


	I looked up and caught Rettig as a puff of white nylon streaked out above him to join the remnants of the flour.  I held my breath.  The chute stretched above him in a long ribbon, following Rettig down.  Then the chute popped open and Rettig dangled violently back and forth underneath it.  He was no more than one hundred yards from the ground;  one second from the dirt.


	"Jeezus Kee-rist!" I murmured.  "Thank God."


	Browdy pointed at the bobbing figure, but I didn't hear what he was saying.  The soft gasp of the crowd drifted around me.  I grabbed the old Ford and drove out to pick him up.  He was laughing.


	"Look, Kid.  I ran out of flour.  Have to use a bigger bag."  He held the empty bag up to me.


	He was covered with the white flour except in long strips where it had been whipped away by the wind.  His face was ghostly, streaked with white where the flour had stuck to the wind-tears on his cheeks.  He rolled up the nylon and climbed into the car.


	I had seen guys do crazy stunts before, but not Rettig.  Now he looked like he was playing with the idea of going right into the ground.  I didn't want to say anything about it;  he could twist anything with a laugb and make it sound foolisb.  But I decided to keep an eye on him.


	The light on the dresser glared into my eyes and I rolled out of bed and snapped it out.  I walked over to the window.  There were no stars in the sky and it still looked smoky out.  The streetlight was directly below me.  I wondered if Annie was playing.  I pushed my car against the screen trying to hear.  There was nothing but the wind scraping through the trees and bushes.  I looked out through the branches across the window, at the two streets intersecting down the block.  There were no cars.


	I saw two figures walking slowly on the other side of the Brandons' side yard.  They went up to the corner and then turned toward me.  They turned again, walking on the private sidewalk that ran through the side yard below me.  I recognized Rettig and Mrs. Brandon.  I watched while they sat down on the small bench in the yard below, and then I left the window and stretched out on the bed.


	God damn of all the times, I thought.  Why doesn't she let him alone.


	I tried to figure out whether this meant Rettig would want to jump tomorrow no matter what, or whether he'd want to cancel the jump so's he could stay longer.  I was sure of one thing: the rain wouldn't be influencing him too much either way.


	I got up and walked back to the window.  The two figures were merged in one dark shape under the tree.  I went back to the bed and rolled over on my side and tried to sleep.


	It seemed like I'd just dozed off when I heard something banging and I threw out my arm to stop it.  The banging continued.  I rolled over, swearing, and rubbed my eyes.  Somebody was knocking on the door.


	"You up, Kid?"  It was Rettig's voice.


	"Yeah, yeah.  Just a minute."  I climbed out of bed and turned the light on before I opened the door.  "Come on in," I told him.  "Where the hell've you been?"


	"I went for a walk," he told me, closing the door.


	"You sure must've walked a long way."


	"I did."  He looked at me quickly, then he said, "Did the airport call?"


	"Nobody called."


	Rettig sat down on the bed.  He put his hand up to his forehead.  I couldn't figure what had hit him so hard.  Something was bothering him.


	"Do I look like a patsy to you, Kid?"


	"What do you mean?  Hell no... what do you mean 'patsy'?"


	"Sometimes I get the feeling I'm just being used by everybody.  Everybody's got some use for plug-ugly Rettig."  He sighed and rubbed his face, and when he took his hands away he was smiling again and it was all over, whatever it was.


	"For Christ's sake, you don't have to jump in the rain tomorrow --- is that what you mean? --- just because of Browdy and his lousy tickets!"


	He shrugged like it hadn't been the jump he'd been talking about.  "What do you think, Kid?" he asked.


	"I don't know whether I care anymore.  Browdy's all set to jump unless a damn tornado or something keeps the plane on the ground."


	"Maybe that's just as well, Kid."  He sat there rubbing his knuckles and looking at the floor.  "We'll get the jump over with and get the hell out of here."


	I didn't know what Mrs. Brandon had said or done, but Rettig was acting like somebody'd just given him a kick in the teeth.  I knew where he stood now.  Tomorrow I'd be the only one looking up at the sky for my answer.  Browdy'd want to jump to save the tickets and Rettig would stack up on his side.


	Rettig looked at me carefully.  "What's the matter?"


	I blew up.  "What's the matter with me?  Jesus, I'm the only sane guy here!  Browdy and you act like you're trying to commit suicide.  What's the matter with me?  That's good.  What's the matter with me."


	Rettig jerked when I said suicide, but then he settled down fast.  "Everybody worries about the jump, Kid.  Don't let it get you down."  He got up and went to the door.


	"Take it easy, Kid.  You'll do all right."  But he stayed in the doorway like he wanted to say something else, then he must've changed his mind because he shrugged his shoulders and walked out, closing the door behind him.


	"God damn it..."  But there was nobody to hear me.  I lay back down on the bed, feeling pretty goddamn helpless.


