CHAPTER 10





THERE WERE SLIGHT rocking motions as we dipped now and then but all in all the pilot was holding the plane well.  Rettig leaned over the pilot's shoulder and said something.  I looked back out the door and I could see the ground far below patterned out in big green and yellow blocks.  I could see the field and the small grandstands as nothing more than a small square in one of the green blocks.  The plane banked into a turn and headed back.  Rettig stepped in front of me and peered out the doorway as we went over the airfield.  The wind tore at his cheeks making them look hollow.


We went on over, turned into another bank and came back.  Finally Rettig was satisfied he knew right where to start the jump and he reached back and took Browdy's fastener and hooked it to one of the iron loops on his harness.  Then he stepped back from the door and hooked his fastener to one of the exposed ribs of the plane, where the lining had probably been ripped away for some inspection.  Browdy took my fastener and hooked it to his harness and we were all ready.  Rettig motioned me into the doorway and then stepped back just enough so he could see over my shoulder.


	When I got up, Browdy and Rettig strung the static lines out behind me to be sure we wouldn't get all tangled up when we left the plane.  I stepped up to the doorway, reached out, and put the palms of my hands on either side of the opening.  The plane lurched and my hands tightened.  I swayed out through the door slightly and then back in.  The ground below me dipped and swayed as the plane leveled off for the jump.  Rettig leaned over and talked to the pilot again.  Then he straightened up and shouted into my ear:


	"Don't worry now, Kid.  You'll come pretty close, but you'll be all right."


	As Rettig craned his head out the opening between my shoulders and the top of the doorway, it came to me there really wasn't anything between me and the ground, like it always did.  I felt like I was looking into a big opening with a bottom far below.  That realization that there's nothing between the plane and the sky is something you don't usually think about but it's always rolling around in the back of your head.


	The wind was in my f ace and my eyes were beginning to tear.  I could feel my cheeks tugging down the skin under my eyes.


	"All right now, watch it!" Rettig shouted.


	I bent my legs slightly, ready to hop up into the air and let the blast from the propeller throw me away and under the plane.  I tucked my chin down on my chest and waited.  Then I felt Rettig's hand smack the seat of my pants.


	My legs hesitated at first, but then straightened on their own, and I was out in the air suddenly, falling free under and away from the plane.  I snapped my feet together automatically so the suspension lines couldn't get between my legs, and I bent my head down, pressing my chin tighter and tighter against my chest.  I heard myself counting... three thousand, four thousand...";  and the voice seemed to roar at me from out to my left.  I listened to it;  there wasn't much else I could do.  I knew it was my voice, but I couldn't really accept it, not from way off there to the left like it was.  I didn't feel too good about trusting the voice, but I had to.


	I didn't feel like I was falling.  I felt like I was sitting someplace, suspended by the wind that slid up past my legs to my cheeks and tugged violently on my skin.  I had my eyes open but it didn't make any difference:  the nothing was grey with my eyes open; it was black with my eyes closed.  Eyes open, eyes closed --- it was all the same. only the shade changed.  There was only the count and the wind, and no way for me to be sure which was which.  The voice chanted ominously, "...eight thousand, nine thousand...", like some stranger falling next to me who was bent on saving his life.  My hands listened though.  They edged across my chest, hoping silently.  "Fourteen ... fifteen ... sixteen ..."


	I felt the soft tug at my back, so gentle, almost nothing more than a nudge, like somebody was saying, "look here..."; and I heard the low whistle and the slapping as the canvas risers shot out from behind my shoulders.  Browdy had opened his chute, and my static line had yanked open my back-pack.


	I stiffened, waiting.


	The straps smacked into my shoulders and yanked up against my crotch, biting, going deeper until I thought they were going through me.  Then I heard the sharp whaack of the chute as it popped open.  The sudden jolt sent my chin slugging down against my chest bone and my legs came bounching up in front of my face, breaking into the foreground of the grey nothing.


	The friendly ache of the sharp impact settled up and down my back.  I swung crazily, back and forth, drifting down slowly now.


	I tipped my head back and looked up from under the helmet.  The chute was spread out white above me and there were no holes.  There was something above me I could touch now if I wanted to.  High above me I could see Browdy and Rettig trailing down to my left.  They looked like they were both slipping the chutes, trying to slant down closer to me.  I looked down and there was the green ground coming up fast.  I was sliding in right between the bleachers and it looked like if Rettig and Browdy could slip in a little farther we'd end up strung out right in front of the people, which would be really something for Rettig.


	I swore affectionately up at him --- that calculating sonofabitch --- and the ground came up and up.  I looked away.  There was an old man sitting in the bleachers with an umbrella between his legs; I looked at him and bent my legs slightly.  I tried to keep them loose, but not too loose.


	Then down into the dullness ... the feet touching, giving ... the legs bending ... the smack on my shank, the roll and my shoulder thudding into the soft dirt ... rolling, rolling in the soft dirt.


I rolled over on my back.  I could feel the grass against my neck and the deep grey sky high above me.  The sky was beautiful;  it looked even blue, because it was something to look at again.  The ground held my back like I was some prodigal or something it was happy to see return.


	I saw Browdy and Rettig come down into the ground, but I thought I'd just lie there for a while.  Even after I watched their chutes spill out into flat round pieces of cloth balanced on top of the wet grass, I didn't move.  I just lay there smelling the grass and stuff like that.  To me jumping was not much more than banging my head against a stone wall; it felt so wonderful to stop.


	I wouldn't say I was afraid to die.  Nobody would say that, I guess.  But it wasn't so much I was afraid to die as it was I wanted to live so bad.  There didn't seem to be anything hanging over my head driving me toward an artful death like there was with Rettig, and I felt kind of stupid doing crazy things like stepping out of an airplane at two thousand feet.  After all, that's for birds with wings and everything.


	I stretched out my hands and looked at the sky.  It didn't look blue anymore, but grey, dead grey, like it'd been when we first went up in the plane.


	"You all right, Kid?  Hey!  You all right?"  Browdy ran up to where I was lying on the ground.


	I shook myself.  I tried to keep Browdy out;  I didn't want to lose the feeling I had.  But Browdy kept hollering, and the sky had turned back to grey anyway.  Jumping was just a game; sure a dangerous game, but a goddamn game anyway.  It wasn't my whole life the way it was for Rettig, and, only in a different way, the way it was for Browdy.


	"I said are you all right?"  Browdy stood over me.


	"Yeah, yeah.  I'm okay."  I figured I had to give some excuse for lying there on the ground and worrying the hell out of him so I added, "I hit pretty hard, that's all."


	Browdy laughed and the tense look left his face.  "You had us worried, Kid."  He laughed again.  "Boy, you missed it.  Get up and look over there at Rettig.  The old man almost lit right on top of the microphone."


 "I bet he scared hell out of. your announcer," I told him, emphasizing the your.  But I was sorry I said it.  Browdy's smile vanished and he looked at me like I'd turned my back on him.


	We trotted back to where Rettig stood grinning downfield at us.  Browdy carried my chute in his arms, which I didn't particularly like because when the crowd saw that everybody must've thought I'd been hurt.  They gave me a big hand for running back.


	"How about that?"  Rettig laughed when we reached him.  "I land right on top of the announcer and you get the big hand.  Anything wrong?"


	"He was resting," Browdy said wryly.


	I didn't say anything back because I was really sorry I'd started the whole thing off again.  I looked around for the Brandons and Annie.


	Browdy threw my.chute down with the other two and took the mike from the announcer.  "Attention!  Attention, please.  Well, that wasn't so bad, was it?"


	The crowd applauded and Browdy grinned.


	I found the Brandons.  Annie was sitting with her arms stiff and her hands plunged down into the lap of her skirt.  Mr. Brandon looked away down the field, watching the plane land.  Mrs. Brandon was watching us.  I turned to Rettig to say something about how funny and stiff they all looked sitting over there;  but Rettig was watching the plane come in between the bleachers, with a sort of deliberateness.  He looked like he was focusing on the plane to avoid something, so I didn't say anything to him at all.


	I looked back and caught Annie watching me.  At least that's what I thought and I didn't see any reason why I shouldn't.  Her face was very white and her eyes looked wide like she'd been squinting and was relaxing now by pulling down the skin on her cheeks.  But her eyes stayed open like that and she looked at me steadily, so I knew that wasn't it.  She looked scared.  Mr. Brandon looked like he didn't feel too well either.  His shoulders were slouched over and his grey raincoat hung down like a tent.


	"Now we come to one of the most dangerous stunts on the program," Browdy was continuing.


	"Mike Rettig here will jump from four thousand feet and leave a trail in the sky you'll be able to follow.  A sort of jet stream, I guess you could call it, right Mike?  But he'll do it with a bag of flour."


	Rettig had come back already with the cape and the special chute.  He threw the canvas bag that held the flour up in the plane.  Then he slipped into the cape.


	"With this specially fitted cape, Browdy went on, "Mike Rettig will attempt to glide down toward the stands, and do a few tricks for you while he's doing it.  That's a pretty big order.  As far as I know, Rettig is the only man in the country who is performing this stunt now."


	Rettig picked up his chute and slipped into the harness.  He'd made a special chute by fitting a standard harness onto an old army reserve chute, because the chute pack had to be in front on this stunt.  He couldn't wear anything but the cape on his back.  I always wanted him to use one of those old air force chutes where you sit on the chute pack, but Rettig didn't like them.  We had a couple of reserves and it was easy to slip a harness on one of them.  We also had three capes.  Don't get me wrong; not for Browdy and me, but three for Rettig in case one got torn or something.


	I always worried about this one.


	Rettig turned away to climb up into the plane as he buckled down the bottom of the cape.  Then he changed his mind and came back to where I was standing.


	"Check that buckle for me, will you, Kid?" he said.


	His voice sounded strange and tight.


	I tightened up the belt around his waist that held down the point of the cape.  "Turn around and raise your arms," I told him.  He turned around and held his arms straight out from his sides.  The cape formed a triangle from his wrists down to the belt around his waist.


	Then he turned around and faced me.  "How's it look?"  He was looking at me like he wasn't saying what he wanted to.  I wanted to tell him what I found out lying on the ground after the jump but there was no time for it now.  We both just stood there uncomfortably.  Then he grinned and turned around, climbing up into the plane.


	"Watch your arms," I hollered up to him.


	If he came out of the door of the plane with his arms spread the wind would snap the cape back and break both of his collar bones.  And you can't pull a reserve chute ripcord on your belly when both your collar bones are busted.  Rettig had to make sure his arms were tucked up into his chest when he came out of the plane, then he could open them out gradually.  Rettig disappeared inside the plane and I didn't know whether he heard me or not.  He came back to the doorway and I could see him strapping the bag of flour between his legs.  The canvas bag had holes around the bottom and some of the flour was spilling out already on the floor of the plane.


	"You all ready, Mike?" Browdy asked over the microphone.  The crowd was a little uneasy like it always gets when the preparations take up time.  Rettig nodded back.


	Browdy knew how to handle a crowd.  "We call this the Betty Crocker stunt," he said.  The crowd roared and they were back with us again.


	The plane had been idling, but now it roared up and started edging along the grass.  I wanted to tell Rettig this stunt wasn't too important; it wasn't the whole world.  I even took a couple of steps toward him, but by this time the plane was rolling past us, and I turned and came back.  I'd look silly running alongside the plane telling Rettig the stunt wasn't too important.  But I wanted to tell him he was wrong and that I'd found out a couple of things;  I wanted to tell him now that I knew I could say it.


	But the plane was past the end of the stands already.  I watched the wheels come off the ground slowly, and then the gap between the plane and the grass widened quickly until I could see the grey sky under the wheels.


	Browdy kept up a steady line of chatter, telling the crowd what was going to happen:  about how Rettig would rip open a corner of the bag of flour before he jumped and the flour would stream out through a spout and the holes around the bottom of the bag.


	I watched the plane gaining altitude in the sky.


	The feeling of achievement over my own jump was already slipping away from me.  It was always like that, for me at least.  There was something insecure, undurable about a parachute jump.  There was something that didn't last.  After the jump was all over with I never had anything left from it.


	The plane went up higher and higher, circling so it'd stay over the field.  Once --- in Moline I think it happened --- Rettig had lost the field and jumped far out over farmland.  Mike had some control with the cape, but not an awful lot.  If he wasn't pretty much over the airport when he jumped, he'd have a tough time hitting it.  But for Rettig the stunt was ruined if he didn't get close to the stands.  Nobody else would've worried about it too much.  With the flour you can see a man all over hell as long as he's up in the sky, but for Rettig the stunt was never good unless he landed in front of everybody like he was supposed to.


