CHAPTER 11





THE PLANE CIRCLED high above us, a tiny fly, an inconsequential black speck in the sky.


	"... there he goes," Browdy said.  He broke into his own commentary.  Individual voices in the crowd blended into an excited humming.


	I couldn't make out his figure.  All I could see was the big puff of white high up in the sky that was left after Mike had left the plane and the wind had caught the flour for the first time.  A looping stream of white extended itself from the puff and followed a speck down that was gradually becoming Rettig's figure.  The speck looped, glided and banked but the ribbon of white was relentlessly on its tail.  The thin flour stream twisted and turned as it stretched down toward us. The first puff of white, the solid ball in the sky that'd marked Rettig's exit was now disintegrating as the wind stretched it and then pulled it into thin wisps and blew it away.  The ribbon was next.  Although it was thin and white where it was close to Rettig, above him the beginning of the flour stream was floating to pieces.  The flour line looped and twisted as it followed Rettig down, but above the wind broke it up soon after it was formed.  It looked like there was a white tail tied to Rettig.  You couldn't tell where he'd begun his jump,  there was only the beginning of a few seconds before, a beginning that was racing with him and following him through the air.  It looked like if Rettig stopped, the beginning would catch up to him.  Of course I knew this couldn't happen.  Rettig wasn't about to stop right up there in the air.


	Down, down the white line came.  Now I could see the dark figure turning end over end in the air and I knew Rettig wasn't gliding anymore but had snapped his arms back into his chest to fold the cape before he pulled the chute.  I waited, but he kept coming down.  The white stream choked off behind him; the flour was all gone and the wind blew away its past.


	The figure dropped through the silent sky.  Goddamn it, Rettig.  The crazy fool had to see how far he could drop, how close he could come.


	"Now he'll pull open his chute," Browdy told the crowd.  He spoke into the mike but his voice was high like he wasn't telling them anything but trying to reassure himself.  He knew Rettig should have opened his chute by now.


	I already knew it was too late.  I stood helpless, my tongue rubbing against my teeth, as I watched him slip down farther and farther.


	"Oh my God!" Browdy cried out over the loudspeakers.


	The body slugged into the ground, not more than a hundred feet from the stands.


	There were shrill screams from both sides of me and a deadly building murmur started.  Browdy dropped the mike and started running.  I followed him out to where the small dust cloud had already begun to settle back down to the earth.


	As we ran we could see the people coming out of the stands.  The ambulance whined and I could hear the lugging noise of its tires as they thumped along the soft ground.  I had to force myself to keep running.  I didn't want to have to look at it.  I wanted to run the other way, admit it happened and then try to forget it.  But my legs were running for my eyes.  My eyes stretched ahead; they wanted to see!


	There wasn't much to see.


	There was no blood.  The small, balled-up lump was covered with mud and grass.  Browdy reached down, but then drew away suddenly.  I came closer and bent down.  There was no face, there was only a flat cake of mud where there had been features.  His thigh bones had been rammed up through his body, splintering, and then cutting up through his armpits.  They poked up out of the tops of his shoulders like two candles on either side of his head.  They were very white and sharp.  His shin bones had been driven out through the empty flesh of his thighs and showed their sharpness above the torn skin.  There was no blood anywhere that I could see to remind or hint of life.  There was only the mud and the grass and the torn limp clothing that flopped when we tried to roll him over.  Over everything there was the flour, streaking down the black here and there.


	"The hell with it," I told Browdy.  "What's the use of turning him over?"


	"There might be some chance," Browdy said softly, and he repeated it.  "There might be some chance."


	"Chance!" I shouted, "Christ, there isn't even a body here.  For Christ's sake, Browdy, admit that he's dead and there's nothing we can do."


	"Turn over his leg," Browdy said.


	I looked for the leg and finally saw a boot.  I picked it up but the boot came away from the lump, detaching itself.  I held it in my hand, looking at it.  Then I let it drop to the ground.  Browdy was trying to raise the helmet off the head, and as I looked over at him the helmet came away with the flat mud still inside it.


	Browdy gagged.


	"I'm sorry, I almost bawled, "but goddamn it, I can't stand here and tear pieces away from his body."


	Browdy stared at me blankly.  He said the words slowly, almost mechanically.  "But we don't know for sure until the doc gets here."


	I noticed the man at Browdy's shoulder.  He shook his head.  "No, no --- I'm afraid there's nothing I can do for him."  I realized the doctor had been standing there all the time.


	I got angry.  "All right now, goddamn you, Browdy, for once admit something.  Will you put Rettig's goddamn head back down there on the ground and admit he's dead?"


	Browdy looked at the helmet and then, like he was thinking out everything he was doing, he placed it back down on the ground.  Browdy straightened back up and looked at me silently.


	The people began to push around the body and the tight circle of space grew tighter and tighter.  There was no murmuring except in the back from the people who couldn't see.  Men and women fought their way to the inner circle, peeked, and let themselves be carried back to the outskirts where they told others what they'd seen.  A tall thin man in bib-overalls fought his way through the crowd, forgetting he carried a small girl on his shoulder.  When she screamed at the sight, he looked up suddenly, told her not to look and then carried her back out of the way where she couldn't see.


	I looked down at Rettig.  The chute pack was still intact, the ripcord ring still hooked to the front.  He hadn't even tried to open the chute.


	I felt some small pricks on my neck, but I didn't really notice them until they grew more frequent.  It had started to rain.  Now when it was all over.  We had hoped the rain would wait until we were finished.  Well, it had waited all right.


	The ambulance driver came over and talked to Browdy.


	"Look," he said quietly, his fat face working on a wad of gum, "this is a mortuary ambulance.  We can take him right to the mortuary if you want."


	Browdy nodded his head and stepped back.  The heavy man and his assistant picked up the body, the best they could, and set it in the back of the ambulance on the stretcher.


	The reporters had come over to Browdy:  there were two of them, I guess.  Browdy was beginning to come back to life.  He began to talk to them and his face gradually became more and more animated.  Before long he was moving his hands in gestures.


	"I'm going to walk back, I told him; and then I turned away before he could say anything.


	The rain had soaked my shirt and it stuck to my back as I crossed the field and passed around the half-emptied grandstand.  I noticed the rain had turned my brown boots dark although I couldn't feel that my feet were wet.  I went across the grass and out the dirt road until I struck into the highway, and then I turned and walked along the road toward town.  The water soaked into my hair and ran down the side of my face and along the back of my neck.


	I tried to remember Rettig, but it was like the rain had already washed away his image, and I could think of him only as a pile of mud-covered clothing.  That wasn't Rettig at all.  "Sometimes a man lives to die," Rettig had said; and that was all I could remember of him.  Why had Rettig been drawn toward death?  I'd stood and watched it all happen.  Hell, I'd thought it wasn't any of my business except in the way it might affect me.  It might be dangerous, I'd thought; dangerous to me.  I'd stood and watched the whole thing happen.  I was the one who hadn't said anything.  Now he was dead.  He was my friend and I had lost him.  I couldn't say it was none of my business anymore.  And Rettig was more dead than my parents, who had died in a clean white hospital room.  Rettig had faced death;  he had gone to meet it; he was devoted to it.  Now what was left?  Nothing.  Rettig didn't exist anymore, not even in my mind, except as a pile of brokenness and that wasn't Rettig.


	The highway cement had turned brown and slick with the wet, and the prairie grass that grew along the road flicked and waved with the wind.


	I should have told him, I thought.  He left nothing.  If I'd said one thing, or if I'd run alongside that goddamn plane, I could've been called a friend.  Browdy and I weren't his friends.  Rettig left nothing but the sight of his jump in the eyes of a couple thousand people who would go home where the worries about payments on the television set and the refrigerator would wipe away the memory of the jump like it had never happened.  Oh, it might crop up in a bad dream now and then.  And the whole story would lie on the page of a newspaper buried in the files of a newspaper office --- but all this'd be dead just like Rettig.


	A car slicked past throwing up spurts of water behind its tires.  The car tracks blended slowly into the wet brown color of the pavement and before the hum of the car disappeared they were gone, and there was nothing but the cool air and the brown cement and the rain and me.  And there was the wind.


	I suppose I was in some kind of shock.  I hardly saw more cars sluice over the pavement and by me as I walked over the hump, the dividing line where the highway turned to brick and the country changed to town.  Rettig, I thought, if I'd just grasped your arm once I would've been your friend and there'd be something left.  There's no honor or glory in death.  I decided to shout it:  "There's no honor or glory in death!"  I raised my fist as I said it, and I stopped walking.


	A horn blared.  Tires whistled and then shrieked.  A car jerked and slid.  I jumped for the edge of the road.


	The car rocked from side to side as its wheels skidded and the driver steered first to the left and then back to the right to keep the car from overturning.


	Mud oozed into my shirt.  I raised up and wet mud clung to my body.  I stood up hesitantly and the heavier mud dropped to the ground, leaving only the dark brown stains.  The rain pelted against my face, washing the wet mud down my neck.  I pulled my shirt out of the front of my pants, doubled it over my hands, and then wiped my face with the inside.  When I stuck it back inside my pants I could feel the cool damp mud against my stomach.


	Ahead, the car pulled away from where it had stopped along the road shoulder.  The driver must've seen me stand up.  I laughed, for some reason.  But when I pulled a cigarette out from the damp and stained package my hands were shaking so I couldn't light it and I had to throw it away.  I started to walk.


	All I remember is walking, walking, walking.  It took me a long time to get back to the Brandons', probably even longer than it had to because I didn't really want to go there.  I didn't want to see them.  "Oh, how terrible!" they would say.  And what could I answer.


	No one was home yet when I reached the house.  The windows were all open and it was still raining.  Mrs. Brandon's little rebellion, I thought.  She must've opened them as she left.  I had to laugh at the way it had turned out for her.  The rain had blown in on the curtains; the big table by the windows was all wet and the upholstery on the wing-backed couch was wet clear through.  The rain was still coming in so I closed the windows back down.


	Then I walked slowly upstairs and it started to sink into me again that Rettig was dead.  I almost got sick when I stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom and washed the mud off my face.  I didn't feel much like taking a shower, so I went into my room and stripped off the tights and my shirt and then dried off with a towel.


	I went over and flopped on the bed, but I couldn't sleep.  I looked out the window at the rain pelting against the glass.  The water sliding down the pane made the tree limbs outside waver and blow.  I couldn't stop thinking that if I'd spoken one word to Rettig maybe he wouldn't have gone into the ground like that.  Again and again I saw myself take that step back from the plane and away from Rettig.  I heard the roar of the plane motor and then listened while it died away.


	What had he died for?  Nothing.  Rettig had died for absolutely nothing.  That was why I couldn't stop thinking about it.  His death didn't mean anything.  It was for nothing.  He had just walked out and died.  I turned over and buried my face in the pillow.  Rettig had jumped in front of all those people and by now it meant nothing to them.  By now they'd probably avoided thinking about his death, except maybe for a few small kids wondering.


	But am I different, I thought;  why do I jump?  Not to make money;  I could do so many other things to make money.  Not because it's easy; there are so many things that are easier, so much easier.  I don't jump because I like to;  there is nothing for me, no pleasure in facing death.


	Then I realized it; yes,  that's why I jump.  To face death.  To face death is hard but to face life is harder.  I jump because it's possible to avoid life by facing death.  I fear life much more than I fear death, I thought.  That's why I jump.  That's why Rettig jumped; that's why Browdy jumps.  That is the reason for jumping;  the deadly fear of life.  Death is not the test of a man.  A man's life is the only test he'll ever have.  Facing death is like signing my name over and over to a letter I put off writing because I'm afraid to say anything.


	Rettig, if I had helped you, if I had taken your arm once and stopped you for a moment.  If I had spoken one word.  You might have had the strength to face life.  Rettig, my friend.


	Today you signed your name to a useless blank sheet of paper.


	I didn't feel right about sobbing into the pillow like a little kid, so I rolled over and cried with my face up.  I watched the rain beating against the glass, washing down the pane in widening streaks, blurring 
