CHAPTER 13





I WENT BACK to my own room as soon as light began to appear in the sky.


I figured Browdy would wake me up and there wasn't any reason to worry about oversleeping, but still I couldn't get to sleep.  The side of the sky I was looking at through my window was dark and I lay on the bed waiting for the dawn to reach it.


Well, you know how it is:  one minute you're a hero;  next minute you're scared as hell.  I had to admit right about this time that jumping with the cape wasn't so great as I thought it was last night.  I kept seeing Rettig's body on the ground with the mud all over it; and no matter how many times I told myself it couldn't happen to me, I didn't believe it.


The trouble was it could happen to me.


I'd never jumped with the cape.  Sure, I'd talked to Rettig about it.  I knew how to estimate the wind, the line of descent;  I was sure I'd hit close to the airport.  But I didn't want to hit as hard as Rettig did.  I was feeling pretty low about Annie, too.


Rettig had told me about guys he'd heard of or known that had jumped the cape.  A lot of them had never pulled open their chutes and ridden the cape into the ground.  And you didn't know whether you were the kind of guy that'd do that until you at least made one cape jump.  I guess even then you didn't know.  But hell, Rettig had always said if a guy really wanted to pull the ripcord there wasn't a thing on God's earth could stop him.  I figured that sounded pretty good.  I hoped I was one of the ones that wanted to pull the chute bad enough;  of course, that was another thing you didn't know until you'd tried it.


Finally I guess I went to sleep because the next thing I knew Browdy was shaking my feet.


"Hey, come on, Kid.”


"Okay, okay."


"You been saying that for the last half-hour.  Then you go back to sleep," Browdy said.  "I'm going to stay here this time until you get outa bed."


I opened my eyes and sat up.  The sun came in through the open doorway and I could see the sky was blue outside the window.  I squinted up at Browdy, trying to figure out whether or not he'd go away.  He looked anxious, so I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and sat there for a minute, rubbing my eyes.


"I got everything all set," Browdy said.  "The radio's been at it all morning and the paper's got a spread on it."


"What are you talking about?"


"The memorial jump.  Come on, Kid.  Everybody in this whole town is going to be out at that airport."


Here was Browdy believing his own publicity.  I couldn't help laughing.  I sat on the bed and laughed at Browdy.


"Look, Kid.  You got to get hold of yourself if you're going out there and jump with the cape."


I laughed again.  "What would you do if I told you I couldn't get hold of myself and that you'd have to get somebody else?"


"I'd say you were crazy.  You're not serious?"


"No.  Say, what time is it?"


"It's eleven.  Come on, Kid.  Snap to it."


I got up and went down the hallway and washed up.  When I came back Browdy was still sitting on the bed.  "Is Annie downstairs?" I asked him.  I tried to sound casual.


“No," he answered.  "Mrs.  Brandon said she's not feeling too good.  I guess yesterday was too hard on her."


"Yeah, I guess so."


"Hurry it up, Kid, will you?"  Browdy got up and walked to the door.  "I'll he downstairs," he said as he left.


I thought about going down the hall and looking in on Annie but I talked myself out of it --- or rather, I couldn't talk myself into doing it.  But I figured maybe it'd be better for everybody all around if Annie stayed in her room for the rest of the day.  I knew she didn't want me to jump again.  Hell, I didn't want to either.


But when I passed her door, I felt like she was right on the other side, waiting for me to come in and say something.  I walked by and went on down the steps.


Mr. Brandon was sitting alone in the living room, staring out the window.  The window was wide open and the blinds had been pulled up clear to the top of the casement.


I could hear Mrs. Brandon in the kitchen talking to Browdy.  When I walked past Mr. Brandon he didn't even look up, but just sat there puffing on his cigarette.


"Come on, Kid, Browdy said when he saw me.  "We don't have much time."


Mrs. Brandon turned from the stove where she was watching the coffee, but she didn't say anything.  She lifted her eyebrows, but then like she thought better of even saying hello to me, she turned back to the stove.  I sat down at the table and when she came over and poured the coffee, her face was flat and blank.


Browdy hovered over me as I drank the coffee like he was afraid I'd break before he got me out to the airport.


I was in the car before I really had the chance to think about it.


"Nice day for it," Browdy said as we pulled away from the house, like he was trying to make conversation.  "Wind's not bad."


"Yeah," I said.


Browdy leaned back and stiffened his arms against the steering wheel.  "You know," he told me, "I been thinking.  If we can pull enough from this jump maybe we can put up some kind of statue."


"Where?" I asked him.  Kee-rist!


"I don't know.  In the cemetery, I guess."


"Who jumps for my statue?"


"Cut it out, Kid," he glared.  "Nothing's going wrong this time.  You take it easy."


"Okay, okay.  Don't get so excited."


It was a good day to jump:  clear and sunny.  Not that it was an easy day or anything.  It was the kind of day when I liked to jump.


As we drove along, Browdy sat straight in his seat and I knew he was conscious of the lettering on the car doors.  I listened to the hum of the car tires on the brick street.  We turned a corner and went by the old houses, sitting majestically and lifelessly way back from the edge of the road.  Then we drove under the tracks, Browdy honking the horn as we turned out from underneath and to the left.  Ahead I could see the brick ending and the white concrete of the state highway starting.  The houses along each side of the road were spaced widely apart and wedged under single trees that appeared occasionally.  Then we were by them and the white highway stretched out before us as we hit the low point and started up the hill.  I could see the drive-in stand.  The parking lot was packed with cars now and the aluminum trays glistened on the car doors.


It was hot in the car.  The sun bounced up from the white cement.  There was a slight wind stirring the field grass that grew on the road shoulder between the concrete and the barbed-wire fencing, and when the wind took a sudden turn the tips of the grasses flipped over easily and bent with it.  I got so interested in the grass that I turned back to watch it.  The grass just dipped as the car passed, and then went with the wind again.  The wind felt cool on my neck.


As we came up to the airport I could see the paper signs with splashes of red, white and blue, all strung across from telephone pole to telephone pole.  American flags, small ones made out of paper, were nailed to the phone poles all the way down the highway, the length of the airport.  There were signs promising fireworks and, of course, the memorial jump.  But the jump signs looked temporary and colorless.  They were printed in black thick letters on oblong sheets of white cardboard and tacked onto each of the poles.  I don't know how Browdy'd done it so fast.


We turned off into the rutted dirt road that was still muddy and I could see the giant wheels set up on wire and swaying flimsily in the wind.  There were wire wheels, wire flags, and one or two slogans I couldn't make out now in the daylight since none of the flares were lighted, all placed close together along the wire.


"You buy the fireworks too, Browdy?" I grinned at him.


"No," he explained very seriously.  "This is where the town has its fireworks display.  I guess they're going to start it as soon as we finish.  Not the fireworks, they'll wait 'til it gets dark.  But the program."


"How you going to get the people to pay?”


"We're not selling any tickets.  We'll pass baskets before you jump.  Everybody will donate," he added confidently.


Browdy pulled up at the hangar.  The steel building was decorated with crepe paper.  Some of the crowd had settled in a small picnic grove I hadn't noticed before out in back of the hangar.  Thick wooden picnic tables had been placed out in the sun.  It looked odd to see a picnic grove without any trees.


Fenced land ran along each side of it and all it really was was a space where there was grass instead of the corn that ran along the barbed-wire on three sides.  There was a small ball diamond and some of the men, their white shoulders sticking out of ribbed undershirts, played ball with their sons.  The game moved along rigidly like everybody was trying hard to have a good time.  All I could think of was here it was the Fourth of July and these guys hadn't had a chance to take their shirts off all summer.


Browdy parked the car as close to the hangar as he could get and I could tell he was afraid of that baseball game.  I could've told him that nobody would poke a ball far enough to worry the old Ford, and even if they did I couldn't see what hurt they could do.


But I didn't say anything and Browdy went around the car after he got out and rolled down both of the back windows.  The front windows were already down.  When he finished he looked over at the game briefly as he walked to the door of the hangar where I was waiting for him.  He gave them a cool look and then walked into the shade of the hangar.


The equipment was all stacked on the long table next to the wall, like it was before.  I figured Browdy must've come out this morning and packed the chutes we'd used yesterday.  Browdy was a good man to have.


He ducked behind the table and came out with a reserve chute.


"How's this?" he said.  He handed it to me.


He'd attached a standard chute harness to the reserve.  I checked it over.  It was a small chute --- about a foot long and six inches wide.  It was about four inches thick and on one of the flat sides there were two fasteners.  On the other side was the ripcord and handle.  When you pulled the handle on this one the chute was sprung into the air, and you usually got a shock like something had grabbed you around the waist and jerked you forty feet, when the chute opened.  I gave a few light tugs on the handle and the wire held firm.


"Looks good," I told him.  "Thanks."


"We're only going to do one --- the cape stunt," Browdy told me.  He looked at my hands holding the chute pack.  "You sure you're all right, Kid?" he asked.


"Sure I'm all right."


"You don't look good, Kid," Browdy said, like he was apologizing.


"I didn't get much sleep last night."


"I know what you mean," he said and he looked away.  I could tell he was worried.


"Take it easy, Browdy," I told him.  "You'd think you were going to make this jump."


"Yeah you would, wouldn't you."  Browdy walked outside the hangar.


I followed him over to the doorway and then stood there, watching him stride out between the two grandstands that were starting to fill.  The mike was out in the center again, the black cord twisting and winding its way out through the green grass.  I noticed the announcer bending over the small portable amplifying system over behind the grandstand closest to me.  He had that same thin white shirt on.  Maybe it wasn't the same; maybe it was just another of the same kind.


As Browdy walked out toward the middle the crowd saw him and there was a sudden murmuring as the people hurried for their seats.  Browdy waved his arm toward the plane.  I guess the pilot'd been sitting in it, because he started it off right away and the roar came over the loudspeakers.  Browdy motioned the plane back and the pilot spun it around in a half-circle and took it out more toward the middle.  The roar gradually decreased, but it still was enough for a goddamn dramatic background for Browdy's little speech.


I went back into the hangar and put on Browdy's tights that he'd given me, and an extra black shirt I'd brought along.  Then I got into the chute harness and buckled it across my legs and chest.  I figured maybe I could just walk out and get into the plane without wasting any time letting people look at me.  I slipped on the cape, putting my arms through the tight armholes, and then strapped it down on the small of my back on top of the harness.  Then I buckled on the chute pack.


I picked up my helmet and went out into the cool air, but before I'd walked very far I realized I had the whole thing figured out wrong.


Browdy was still testing the mike.  I heard his voice droning out the numbers over the loudspeakers and I knew I wouldn't have a chance to get into the plane now.  I looked at it sitting there on the grass between me and Browdy.  The sun shone down on the maroon and cream paint, making the plane look like it'd been splashed with water.


By the time I got out to where Browdy was standing, the noise was terrific, and when I looked up from the grass ahead of me I saw all the people in both grandstands, standing and clapping their hands.  I hoped it was for Rettig but I didn't have much confidence in it.  Browdy hadn't announced anything yet, so I was pretty sure all the loud applause was for me.  The crowd claps for action, I thought;  somebody writes a song and somebody sings it and everybody applauds the singer --- I'd found that much out before.


"Pretty wonderful, huh, Kid?" Browdy said, leaning over to me out of the way of the mike.


"Yeah," I told him.  "Okay to go up now?"


"Hell no," he answered quickly like I was crazy.  "They just went into the stands with the baskets.  And I'm going to say something before you go up."


I knew that.  That's why I wanted to get into the plane.  I could see the pilot through the front window of the plane.  He was the same one as yesterday.  I'd forgotten his name.  He waved at me through the front glass window.  I didn't wave back.  I didn't feel like I could because I was afraid the crowd might take some meaning from my hand being up in the air and start the whole applauding business all over again.  I couldn't see myself waving from the hip or smiling at him, so I ignored him.


I felt uneasy, standing there between the grandstands.  Each stand looked the same, but the people on the far side held pieces of paper, cardboard and their hands up to their eyes to shade them.  It looked like most of them were watching the plane.  I looked around for Annie but I couldn't see her, and I thought I probably wouldn't be able to find her even if she was here.  I thought of all the times Rettig had stood with this damn silly cape on and I wondered how he'd felt.  I remembered Rettig always hurrying to get off the ground and now I thought I knew why.  It was damn unpleasant standing there between the stands with everybody looking at me.  The red cape hung down clumsily in haphazard folds, and it looked make-shift and amateurish.


I tried not to look down at it.


"The Brandons here?" I asked Browdy.


"They said they didn't want to come.  Too much for ‘em, I guess.  Can't really blame'em."


"No, I guess not."


I was disappointed.  Oh, not so much that the Brandons hadn't come, but because Annie wasn't here.  I started searching through the stands again anyway.  I thought I saw her once but I couldn't be sure.  All the people seemed to blend when you tried to concentrate on one.


Browdy raised his hand and the pilot revved up the motor again.  Then Browdy dropped it and the roar quieted down.  He picked up the mike and blew into it.  The whistle came out from the tops of the stands.


"I'll wait inside the plane," I said.  I started to edge away from the mike.


"Stay here, Kid."  Browdy looked at me strangely.  "I want to announce you before you go up."


"You'd better announce me now then, because I'm going up into the plane."


Browdy didn't argue.  He put the mike up to his mouth.


"Attention!  Your attention please."  He paused until there was silence.  "A brave man died yesterday."  He paused again.  "But today another brave man takes his place.  Johnnie Fickers here will attempt the cape stunt today.  There will be baskets passed among you and we would appreciate anything you give for Michael Rettig, who was killed while attempting to perform this stunt before most of you yesterday."  Browdy signaled to me.


The crowd was silent as I turned and walked up to the plane.  When I stepped inside they began applauding but the roar of the motor drowned it out.


The pilot turned around, as I looked up from checking the flour bag.


"You ready to go into the business?" I asked him.  I was trying to take the sting out of not waving to him before.


He grinned and nodded above the sound of the motor; and I knew he hadn't heard what I'd said but was only acknowledging that I'd said something.  I leaned over his back and watched Browdy through the front window of the plane.


Browdy gave us the sign and then stepped rapidly out of the way, carrying his microphone with him.  The black cord curled up at his feet as he walked with the mike toward the grandstand.  And the plane started to move.


I buckled the flour sack between my knees and took a few steps, hobbling, to be sure it wouldn't get in my way.  Then I raised my arms and tested the cape.  I felt more and more like I didn't really care whether the chute opened or not.  You take so much and then you don't really care anymore.  I thought about the chute --- whether it would open or not, but I couldn't work up any desire for it.


I hobbled over to the doorway.  Down below I saw the patches again:  the greens and the yellows.  They all blended into a pattern.  I wanted Annie to be down there.  I didn't care whether she saw the jump or not, but I wanted her there.


The pilot went into his turn.  The noise inside the plane was enough so we couldn't say much to each other; and it was also enough so that I wasn't sure he could hear what I would be ordering.


I watched out the door as the grandstands appeared below us alongside the white highway and the speckled area around it where the cars were parked.


There's never enough time for something like this;  there's never enough time to get ready, to get set, to gauge when I should go out the door.  I remembered something Rettig had told me.  Don't ever worry about thinking it out the first time you do it, he'd said.  Don't expect to start thinking about it until at least the fourth or fifth time you jump it.  But I still worried about how quick everything was going.  I didn't pick anything out to jump for.  I thought the only thing I could do would be to jump for the airport whenever I thought it was okay.  I didn't particularly care whether I missed it or not.


What the hell, I thought; all the money's been collected.  And I had to laugh.  The pilot turned around again and smiled and nodded.  It made me feel kind of helpless.


I stood there in the doorway, my hands gripping the sides of the plane.  The pilot went into his turn again and we passed by the airport.  If you can say passed.  The airport didn't seem to move much underneath us.


This will be one for you Rettig, I thought.


I reached back behind my legs and opened the top of the flour bag.  The pilot turned around and I swayed as the plane dipped.


"Keep it level for Christ's sake" I screamed at him.


He nodded again and turned back.  He leveled off so I figured he heard me and it gave me a good feeling.  But then he turned around again, like he was afraid he'd miss the show, and the plane dipped again.  I almost fell out of the doorway.  I knew he hadn't heard anything.


I didn't have time to holler now.  I looked out and got a feeling of nothing between me and the ground.  It was the same feeling I had about not being able to talk to the pilot.  How many people down there are not even looking up here right now, I thought, but are buying a hot dog or taking their little kids to the can?  I almost had to laugh again.  When you jump, you jump all alone.  The plane dipped again.


"Goddamn it, stay level," I hollered back to him.


He turned around with this puzzled look on his face.  His eyes were stretched wide like he was trying to figure out what the hell I wanted, so I waved to him.  It was the only thing I could think of to do.  Then I looked back out the door.


Now.


The wind screamed and tore at my cheeks and I turned over in the air, fighting to bring my hands up from my chest.  It was like being under water, but I made it finally and my body suddenly swooped down and came up and I felt a tingling in my stomach.  The flour puffed up into my face and I must've had my eyes open because all of a sudden they started burning like there was something in them.  It felt like I was in a horizontal glide.  I glided and then collapsed the cape;  then glided and collapsed the cape --- like Rettig had told me to do.  It was a nice easy feeling.  The voice in my ear wasn't fooled though.  "... six thousand, seven thousand...” it went on screaming.  The voice was the only thing that let me know I wasn't gliding horizontally at all but almost vertically, straight down.  I tried to stop the voice.  It bothered me.  But it went on relentlessly:  "... twelve thousand, thirteen, fourteen..."  I couldn't open my eyes.  All I heard was the wind, and the voice telling me not to trust it, that it wasn't keeping me from the ground, that the wind was trick me into thinking I was floating when I was really diving at the airport.


I didn't have any control over the voice.  It was my voice but I wanted to stop it and trust to the wind, but it wouldn't stop.  The voice wouldn't pull the chute for me, though, I knew that; it would only tell me when.  And then it would only do that if I listened.  If I heard it say twenty-five.  But I was rolling on the wind and I didn't want to listen to anything at all.


Something screamed at me.  Something was beating my face and banging my shoulders.  I grabbed out, I felt my cape collapse and I could feel I was dropping now, like a stone.  But I had driven it away.  I clenched my fist, gripping something I'd ripped out of whatever it was.  It felt like feathers in my hand, but I knew there were no birds that could fly this fast.


I felt the jolt and the straps cut through my shoulders and up on both sides of my crotch.  I hung there in the sky.  I looked up and saw the canopy, and I wondered when in the hell I'd pulled it open.  I rubbed my eyes but they still burned and it was all I could do to keep them opened.  I held on tight to what was in my hand though.  Nothing could get me to open that hand.  I couldn't hold it tight enough.


The ground came up and I went into it easily, a little bit downfield from the stands.


Browdy ran up and caught me sitting there staring at my clenched fist.  He leaned over and unbuckled the chute harness.


"You all right?" he asked.  He was really excited.


"I guess so," I told him.  "I didn't hit very hard."


"I'm telling you, Kid, you were terrific.  But you scared the living hell out of me.  Why'd you wait so long?"  He looked at me, but then when I didn't answer right away he dropped it fast.  "It was beautif ul, just beautiful, Kid."


"I want to show you something," I told him.  I opened my hand as he bent over my shoulder.


The sun glistened from the metal that lay in my palm.  It was only the ripcord handle.  I dropped it off into the grass.


"We got a whole box of 'em in the car trunk," Browdy laughed.  "Didn't you know that? You didn't have to bring it back, Kid."


Well, I sat there looking at that goddamn handle and I thought to myself that I'd played everybody else's game long enough.  I decided that if there was something in me that wanted to live that bad, I might just as well let it.  I mean why look at death every couple weeks when you want to live.  I figured I'd slipped into the pattern of avoiding everything just by being with some people.  What the hell, I had to face it now.  I didn't want to avoid living anymore.


