CHAPTER 12





THE FRONT DOOR slammed shut.


	"You upstairs there?"  It was Browdy calling up the stairway.


	I closed my eyes and tried to ignore him.  I tried to shut him off, not think about him --- do anything but answer and admit he was there.  But when I heard him step up on the first stair, I had to realize I couldn't get rid of him.  I tried to stall.


	"Yeah.  What do you want?"


	Browdy came on up the stairs.  "You okay?" he asked.


	I got off the bed and went down the hall in my shorts.  As I turned into the bathroom I saw his head coming up the last of the steps.  Before he got to the doorway I splashed cold water on my swollen eyes, and finally I looked up from the towel and saw him as he was leaving the doorway and on his way down the hall.  When I went back he was in my room.


	"The Brandons okay?" I wanted to know.  Browdy sat on the edge of the bed.  His hands hung loosely between his knees.


	"Fine," he said softly.  "I've never seen anything like that guy.  It didn't seem to bother him at all.  He's seen some things in his day.  Mrs. Brandon had a bad time for a while but she seemed to snap out of it when he said something to her."


	"How's Annie?"


	Browdy answered vaguely like he'd never thought of her.  "I didn't see much of her until we came back."  He put his boots up on the foot of the bed and stretched out with his arm over his eyes.


	I went over to the suitcase and got a clean pair of pants.  I didn't ask Browdy where the clothes were that I'd left out at the airport.  I didn't want to bring up that subject.  But Browdy had different ideas.


	"Say, Kid," he said, like he was trying to figure out how to tell me something.  He moved his arm off his forehead and looked up at me.  His face was drawn and the expression on it looked brittle like it was going to split any minute.  "I don't like to talk about this anymore than you do, but we got to have some money for the burial and everything."


	"My God, don't we have enough from today?"


	"No.  Not if you figure we got to clean up some old debts too, and, then have enough to get out of here after it's all over."


	I agreed with that.  I couldn't think of anything worse than being stranded in Bridgeville.


	"He ever say anything about a family or relatives to you, Kid?" Browdy asked.


	I shook my head.  "No, nothing."  I got a clean shirt from the suitcase and tried not to look at Browdy.


	"Me either." He put his arm up over his head again.


	I knew what he was driving at.  First I thought I'd make him say it.  Then I thought the hell with it, it wasn't Browdy's fault.  "We'll have to make another jump," I said.


	"I don't see what else we can do.  Tomorrow's the Fourth and we could give a short program, maybe only one jump."  He brought his arm down and propped his head up with his hand.  "We could call it a memorial jump.  What do you say, Kid?"


	"All I do is jump?" I told him.


	"I take care of the rest," Browdy answered sadly.  "Haven't I always?"  He sat up slowly and swung his feet to the floor.  "You think we ought to say anything to the Brandons?"


	"What are you going to do?  Keep it a secret?"


	"No, I guess not."


	"We'd better let them know.  What can they say?"


	Browdy got up and shook his head.  "I don't know, but I don't think they're going to like it."  As I followed him out of the room he added, "Mrs.  Brandon's making some coffee."


	Well, that's great, I thought.  In spite of the hot weather, Mrs. Brandon's making coffee.  A ritual for Rettig's death.  Something has changed because he died.  We would've had lemonade for sure.


	Browdy and I went down the stairs, and when we came into the living room Mr. Brandon sat in the chair, slowly and disinterestedly examining his pipe collection.  He held a misshapen old pipe in his hand and was turning it over and over.  He didn't look up immediately as we walked in, but when we were almost on him he said without looking up, "Sit down, sit down.  Annie and Elizabeth are in the kitchen.  I'm sure we can all use some coffee."


	The old man was acting like he'd taken over again.  He looked at me like he was studying me and trying to find out how I'd taken Rettig's death.


	Browdy and I sat down on the couch facing him.  I noticed the back of it was still damp and I wondered if Mr. Brandon knew about the windows, the rain and the curtains.


	"I suppose you'll want to get away as soon as possible now," Mr. Brandon said.  He turned the pipe slowly in his small, thin hands.


"That depends..." Browdy said.  He turned to me.


	"We've decided to make another jump to cover the expenses of burial."  I felt my own words strike at me.


	Mr. Brandon was upset.  "Look here, you don't expect...”


	Mrs. Brandon and Annie came in with the coffee and Mr. Brandon clipped off what he was about to say.  He looked down at his pipe, gave it a quick twist, and then set it back on the table.


	I thought I'd tell them if he wouldn't, so I repeated, "Browdy and I have decided to stage a memorial jump tomorrow.”


	It hit them pretty hard.  I thought Mrs. Brandon was going to drop my coffee, her hand shook so as she handed it to me.  "But why," she asked and her voice shook too.  "Why?"


	"We'll need the money for Rettig," I said.  That was something at least, I thought; this time it was for something.


	Browdy got up from the couch.  He looked like he was about to be sick.  His face was pale as he said hurriedly, "I think I'll go out for a while.”  He looked back at me like he wanted to ask me to go with him, but he seemed to change his mind.  He left by himself.


	Mrs. Brandon sat down.  "I don't understand ...”


	"We have to do it, Mrs. Brandon," I said.


	"But it's so senseless," she said.  "It's almost like something your father would do."


	"Did do, Elizabeth," her husband corrected her bitterly.


	They were really throwing the book at me.  "I'm afraid I don't remember much about my father.  My mother either."


	"I knew your mother very well," Mr. Brandon said.  His wife's hand jerked and her cup rattled against the saucer.  "Your mother was a beautiful woman."


	Annie rose nervously and went into the study.  After Annie closed the door Mrs. Brandon looked over at it with a relieved expression.


	"I cannot imagine how your father could have been so reckless with her life," Mr. Brandon said, and he ran over the words like it was a phrase he'd used many times.


	Mrs. Brandon sighed.  "John, John.  Let's not go into that again."  Her voice pleaded.  "You can't blame the entire accident on him."


	"I don't see why not," he answered sharply.  "He was completely responsible."


	Mrs. Brandon turned to me.  "Your uncle treats your father very unjustly."  Her mouth formed into a tight small smile.  "But you see he was very fond of your mother."


	I couldn't sit there any longer and listen to them.  I got up and walked to the door of the study.  I tried to think of something to say to them.  I couldn't.  I walked into the study and left them sitting alone.


	Annie was on the couch and I sat down beside her.  We didn't say anything.


	Mrs. Brandon opened the door.  "Are either of you hungry?"


	"No, not me," I said.  I looked at Annie.  She shook her head.


	"I'll leave the sandwich meat out if you change your minds," Mrs. Brandon said.  Her face looked drawn and tired.


	After she'd left, closing the door slowly, Annie turned to me.  "You don't like them, do you?"


	"I don't know; I just don't know, Annie."


	After a brief silence she said, "I worried about you when they said you had walked off in the rain."


	I didn't answer her.  I didn't seem to have any answers for anybody, even Annie.


	We must've sat without speaking much at all for a couple of hours.  Finally Annie said she thought she'd better go upstairs.  I wanted to stay for a while longer so I didn't get up when she did.  She left the door open as she went into the living room, and I heard her walk up the steps slowly like she didn't know whether she wanted to reach the top of the stairs or not.


	I looked at the yellow streetlight.  In the bright glare I could see the moths swirling around it and then dropping to the ground in slight lifeless arcs as they were killed by the same artificial heat that attracted them.


	I must've sat there for about an hour watching them.  By the time I went upstairs the light under Annie's doorway was out and there wasn't a sound in her room.


	I could hear voices though when I passed Mr. and Mrs. Brandon's room.  The light shone under the doorway and the voices sounded like they'd been going on a long time.


	"Listen Elizabeth, you can't act this way.  Don't you think I saw you down there in the garden?" Mr. Brandon was saying.


	I stopped and stood still, listening.


	"How stupid do you think I am?"  It was Mr. Brandon's voice again.  "Oh, I sat here and saw you get up.  Then when I heard the front door close I waited for you, Elizabeth.  I waited for you a long time."


	"Yes, you waited a long time," she said.


	"I went down to the landing."


	"I know, I know," she answered bitterly, and you were afraid to go any farther.  Why were you so afraid, John?"


	"I wasn't afraid.  I saw the two of you on the couch.  After all, Elizabeth, I didn't want to catch you like a common...”


	"You were afraid."


	"How could you do it, Elizabeth?  That's what I don't understand.  How can you sit there so shamelessly and be proud of it, of all things?"


	"I can be proud of it because you were afraid."


	He laughed nervously.  "You certainly can't expect me to understand that.  You can't expect me to take this lightly.  I'm serious, you know.  I don't see how I can live in the same house with you after this."


	There was a pause like he was waiting for her to answer, but she said nothing.


	"How can you act so innocent in the whole matter.  It's as if you weren't yourself."  His voice grew stronger.  "Did he force himself on you?  Is that it?  I could understand that."


	"I've told you," she said quietly, "no, he didn't force himself on me.  I forced myself on him, do you hear me?  I forced myself on him!"


	"If you had only heard me at the landing."


	"Yes, if only I had," she said sleepily.


	"I made enough noise."


	"I know you did, John."


	"Then you did hear me.  You don't think he heard me, too?  He didn't see me, did he?"


	"I believe he did."


	"He saw me standing there on the landing?  He saw me watching you both?"


Oh, not right away.  I'm sure he didn't see you right away.  I did, but I'm sure he didn't.  He saw you ... later."  She laughed at him then.


	I started down the hallway.  Browdy's door was open slightly.  I walked in and shook him.


	"Browdy.  Hey, Browdy.  Wake up!"


	He sat up in bed.  "What?  Oh."  He rubbed his eyes.  "What's the matter  ?”


	I waited for him to wake up fully.  Then I sprung it at him.  "I'm going to jump the cape tomorrow."


	He stared at me as if he hadn't heard me.  "What?" he said finally.  "Are you outa your mind?"


	"Look, are you going to help me or aren't you?"


	Browdy scratched his head.  "Sure, Kid.  I guess if your mind's made up..."


	"Tomorrow morning I want you to fix up a reserve chute for me.  We got the extra capes so we don't have to worry about that."


	"Sure, sure," Browdy yawned.


	"Are you awake?" I asked him.  I was afraid he wouldn't remember.


	"Kid, if I wasn't awake when you first came in, I'm sure awake now."


	I went on into my own room then and stood in the middle of the floor, staring at the steel bed.  I walked over to the window.  It was only a few feet away from the window in the Brandons' bedroom.  I thought of Mr. Brandon standing not more than a few feet away from me last night.


	Then I took off my clothes and dug into my suitcase for some pajamas.  They were almost brand new.  I hadn't worn them for a long time.


	After I put them on I went out of the room into the hallway and closed the door tight.  When I came to Annie's door I opened it quickly and stepped in.  She was asleep;  she didn't wake up for a few minutes.


	For a few minutes she didn't even know I was there.


