CHAPTER 8





WHEN I WOKE up the next morning my neck was damp and my head felt heavy.  I rolled out of bed and walked over to the chair to pick up my shirt.  Then I heard the rain against the screen.


	I stood there by the window, watching the rain strike the window sill, and I tried to estimate the dark clouds in the sky that rode so close together they looked like one heavy blanket with a series of thick folds.


	After I dressed I went into Browdy's room.  The door was open.  "Well, we sure as hell can't jump in this!"  I told him.  I decided not to laugh.


	"It's not one o'clock yet," he answered calmly.  He sat on the bed pulling on a white wool sock.


	Rettig came down the hall with a towel over his shoulder.  He poked his head into Browdy's room.  "Think it'll rain, Kid?" he laughed.


	"Very funny, I told him.


	He laughed again, but this time it didn't come out right.  He knew it too and he stood in the doorway uncomfortably like he didn't know how to get back around the corner.


	"I don't know,” he said seriously, it might break up.  See that tree?"  He pointed past us to the window.  "Quite a breeze out there.  Wind might break it up soon."


	He turned and went back down the hall to his room.


	"It's got to let up," Browdy moaned.  "Fifteen hundred tickets out already."


	"Fifteen hundred tickets," I said wistfully.


	"Listen, Kid, this is my part of it.  You let me take care of it at this end."


	"It's all yours, Browdy.  Who's trying to take it away from you?"


	"I never noticed you turning down your cut when we split up the proceeds."


	I didn't say anything.  What the hell, I never had turned anything down.


	I walked along the hallway with Browdy and Rettig following me, down the stairs and out to the kitchen.  On the white tablecloth was a tray of coffeecake and three cups and saucers.  A note was propped up against the butter dish.  I picked it up as Rettig and Browdy stepped up behind me.


	Have gone to church.  If you come downstairs before we 	return, help yourselves.


				Mrs.  Brandon


	Rettig took the note from my hand.  While he was reading it, I went over to the stove and felt the coffeepot.  It was still hot so I poured out three cups of coffee.  I noticed Rettig put the note in his pocket and I started to ask him about it but then thought it'd be better to leave him alone.


	"Help ourselves, huh?" Browdy said.  He took two pieces of coffeecake from the tray and put them on his plate.  "That's what I'd call hospitality."


	His big jaw worked laboriously on the coffeecake, sliding the skin all up and down his long cheeks.  Then he stopped chewing suddenly.


	"My God, look at it raining now," he said softly.  He looked out through the high small window over the sink.


	"Oh for Chrissakes," I said, "we'll jump, don't worry.  Your crowd will get its money's worth --- that's what you're worried about, isn't it --- you feel like you'd be cheating them out of the ticket price."


	"Listen, Kid," he said impatiently, "do you know it's impossible to call in all those tickets.  Sure we could postpone the jump and make it tomorrow.  But how would we let everybody know?  How many of them will be listening to the radio in the next three hours?  Some of them are farmers traveling twenty or thirty miles from here."


	"So some farmer blows fifty cents for gas," I said.  Jesus, he was worried about the farmers.  "So it's raining.  We can't jump when it's raining.  You don't expect us to go on in the rain, do you?"


	"Those tickets sold for two dollars apiece," Browdy answered softly.  "Two bucks is a lot of money for some people."


	"You can't even feel sorry for anybody without putting a dollar sign on it," I laughed.  "Sometimes I think you've got a cash register for a head."


	"All right," Rettig broke in, "cut it out you guys."  He looked at us blankly like he didn't care what we said or did and was only stepping in from habit.  It made me madder.


	"Sure, sure," Browdy laughed.  "Anyway, you don't have to jump, Kid, if you think it's too dangerous."


	"Just what the hell do you mean by that?"


	"Nothin', nothin'." Browdy leaned back and put the palms of his hands up in front of him.  "It's just that something is starting to stink around here, that's all.”


	"I'll tell you what it is too, Browdy...."


	"Your yellow streak's showing, Kid," he said.  He leaned down over his plate as some jelly slid down his chin.


	"My yellow streak!" I yelled.  "Listen Browdy, you're the one's in trouble.  I've seen your hands sweating and shaking up there when we're in the plane...”


	"I said cut it out, Kid," Rettig said softly.


	"You can put your soul in the hands of Jesus but that doesn't help your feet get out the door, does it, Browdy?"  I couldn't stop now.  "I've seen you up there trying to talk yourself into one more jump.  It doesn't work, does it?"


	Browdy looked at Rettig.  "No punk kid is goin' to say that," he told him.  He snapped his chair back and jerked up.  I saw his hand flying backwards and then I felt the sharp sting across my face.  I didn't even have time to stand up.


	"Why you sonofa..."  I stood up and swung around the table.  I couldn't see anything but that fat laughing face with the red jam on the corner of its mouth.  I threw my fist into his belly and then something flat belted against my nose and all I saw was a blurred black linoleum block that smelled strongly of wax.  I lifted my nose from the floor, hunching my shoulders up.  I tried to breathe and I could feel the warm liquid inside my nose, running down my throat and gagging me.  I turned over on the floor and looked back at Browdy.


	Mrs. Brandon stood in the doorway behind him, her hand pressed over her mouth.  "What... ?"


	Rettig interrupted her as he pushed Browdy away.


	"Just a misunderstanding," he smiled.  "Nerves are all tightened up because of the rain.  It's all over now."


	Browdy came and lifted me up from the floor.  "Sorry, Kid,” he said softly.  “I guess I lost my head.”  He stood me up and then turned around and walked out of the kitchen.  I heard him bang out through the front screendoor.


	Annie stood behind Mrs. Brandon in the doorway.  Mrs. Brandon stepped aside to let Browdy pass and there was Annie, her wide eyes staring at the blood on my face.


	When I saw how sad she looked it made it worse.  If there's one thing I can't stand it's somebody feeling sorry for me.  I wondered if Annie'd seen me on the floor.  Mrs. Brandon had been right in front of her.


	Mrs. Brandon was looking at me like she couldn't see enough.  Her face was dark and she stood there removing her gloves so distractedly and slowly it was obvious she didn't know she was doing it.  I figured the sight of blood was probably exciting to her too; everything else was.  But she looked at Rettig and suddenly threw her head back and laughed like she was determined to ignore the whole incident.


	"I understand," she said.  "I don't see how you three stand it.  I couldn't sleep at all last night and I'll only be sitting in the grandstand watching."


	“Well we get on edge...” Rettig told her and then he looked at me like he wanted to apologize.  


	Mrs. Brandon turned to me.  "Hadn't you better wash your face?" she asked, like I was some little kid.


	I couldn't help it.  I put my hand up to my nose when she said it like I was bent on some discovery.  The nose was there, whole, and there was a slight dampness underneath.


	"I suppose so," I said.  But I didn't want to leave.  I felt if I walked upstairs to wash my face I'd never come back down.  "You mind if I put some water on it downstairs here?"  I pointed over to the downstairs bathroom off the dining room.


	"No, go ahead," she answered.  "I'll get you a towel."  She walked out of the kitchen and rummaged among the shelves of the linen closet.  "Here," she told me, handing me a fresh towel.  She asked Rettig, "Have you eaten?"


	"Yes.  Thanks."  He pointed down at the half-eaten coffeecake.


	I walked past them, down the hall, and turned into the bathroom.  I stood in front of the mirror and put my hands under the cool water.  The blood trickled down my face in irregular lines.  There wasn't much of it.  I splashed the water on my face then grabbed the towel and patted my nose gently.  Rettig and Mrs. Brandon passed by the closed door.


	"How could he stand there?" Rettig was asking.


	"Don't ask me to explain him," Mrs. Brandon said.  "But how could he stand there and watch?" Rettig repeated.  His voice trailed away as they went into the dining room.


	What the hell is he worried about, I thought.  I looked again at the mirror.  A slight trickle of red had started winding down from my nose, so I pushed the towel up to my face and stood there, trying to figure a way to walk into the living room.


	"Where do you want me to put the towel?" I called down the hallway.


	"There's a hamper in the linen closet," Mrs. Brandon called back.


	I walked out and opened the closet.  There was a light blue hamper sitting beside two brooms and a mop.  I lifted the lid and stuffed the towel inside.  Then I walked on down through the dining room and into the living room.


	"Did you find it?" Mrs. Brandon asked.


	"Yes," I answered.  I went over to one of the chairs.


	Mr. Brandon sat in the armchair by the window, fiddling with a pipe but not smoking it.  The window was closed and the dim light from outside made the air look thick in the room.  Mr. Brandon was looking at Rettig, who sat on the love seat.  Mrs. Brandon was thumbing through a magazine.


	"Well, a bit of excitement, hmmn?" Mr. Brandon said.  His eyes looked half shut in the light.  "We can certainly understand it," he added.  He waved his hand in the air like he was forgiving me.


	Rettig took it hard.  He squirmed in his chair.  I couldn't see what was bothering him.  Browdy and I had had other fights.  Browdy damn near killed me once.  But we've never been ashamed of it.


	"My God," I said.  It was the first time I'd looked out the window.  "It's stopped raining."  Rettig jerked his head up and looked.  "Think it's all over?" I asked him.


	"I don't know," he said.


	Mr. Brandon smiled oddly at Rettig, his eyes expressionless behind the thick glasses.  "You don't ever seem to say much about your jumping," he said.  He was probing again.


	Mrs. Brandon looked up at Rettig like she expected him to tear into Mr. Brandon, but all he said was, “I do my jumping at the airport."  And he smiled down at his hands without looking up.


	Mr. Brandon held his eyes on his wife and she returned his stare.  She was acting very superior to her husband, but she looked scared now.  I hadn't seen her look like this since we came.


	“Yes," Mr. Brandon agreed softly.  He squinted his eyes.  "But once you're at the airport there's no turning back.  It would be hard to turn around and come back."


	"I suppose it would be," Rettig answered simply.  "I've never done it."


	Mrs. Brandon rubbed her arms.  I felt like something was going on here I didn't know about.


	"What is the most dangerous stunt?" Mr. Brandon smiled.


	I could tell by the way Rettig looked that Mr. Brandon had gone too far.


	"The cape stunt," Rettig told him tightly.  "You'll see it today."


