CHAPTER 14





EVERYBODY AT supper that night was silent until Mrs. Brandon nervously spilled the coffee while she was pouring it into Browdy's cup.  Annie wasn't there and nobody'd seen her all afternoon.  Mr. and Mrs. Brandon were worried about her.  They said it was the first time she'd left without telling them where she was going.


"I can't imagine where she is," Mrs. Brandon said.


"Maybe she went to the show," Browdy put in.  Browdy could never get over the idea everybody wasn't like him.  "She wasn't feelin' too good, maybe she went to the show.”


I almost laughed at that but Mr. and Mrs. Brandon looked up at him, like they were thinking about it.


After we finished eating the four of us went into the living room and just sat around.  Everybody was waiting for Annie.  Mr. Brandon looked uncomfortable and his white, short-sleeved shirt was colored by sweat streaks down the front of his thin chest.  The windows were all open but there was little breeze.


"Maybe Annie went home," I said.


Mrs. Brandon smiled, but I could tell she was uneasy.  "No, I hardly think she would do that.”  She looked over at her husband.  He shook his head to reassure her.


"Why not?" I asked.  I didn't like the idea they were so sure Annie hadn't gone home.  I didn't want to think they had some hold on her.


"Why, after all we have done for her?" Mrs. Brandon straightened in her chair.  "We arranged for her to live here while she went to school.  She couldn't have gone any other way.  I hardly think she would go home now, after we went to all the trouble..."


Well, I almost got a little sick right there.  Everybody's trying to get everybody through school, or into a good job, or get a home in the country, or something.  But nobody pays any attention to anybody else.  It isn't what you do for people, it's what you think of them that counts.  What the hell, I almost got sick.  She really thought she was doing Annie a big favor.  When all she had to do was look at Annie once.  That would have been enough for Annie.  I was fed up.


"I hope she's gone home," I said.


You should've seen them look.  Even Browdy jerked up his head at this.


But they found a way to get around it.  Mrs. Brandon spied a moth up against the ceiling.  It flew down and landed on the lamp.  Mrs. Brandon concentrated all her interest in that moth being on the lamp.


"John," she said.  "There's a moth on the shade."


Mr. Brandon looked at her and then the moth.  He rolled up a magazine and advanced slowly across the room, and although he swung hesitantly the moth had dropped its wings back across its body and the magazine caught it against the shade.  Mr. Brandon withdrew the magazine and put his finger out, but then changed his mind and picked the moth off the shade with the edge of the magazine and dropped him in the ashtray.  Then he went back to the chair.


Mrs. Brandon looked very pleased.


"There must be a hole in one of the screens," she said.


"That's what happens," Mr. Brandon said, "when you leave the windows open."


I got up f rom the chair and went up the stairs.


I didn't spend much time in my room.  I threw the clothes into the suitcase, snapped it closed and carried it back down the steps.


"Where in the hell are you going?" Browdy said.  He stood up but didn't come over toward me.


"I'm all through jumping, Browdy," I told him.  "I'm leaving."


Mrs. Brandon's mouth dropped open, but Mr. Brandon only smiled.  "I'm glad to see you've come to your senses," he said.  "But you certainly don't have to leave because you're not jumping from an airplane anymore.”


"I'm afraid I do, Mr. Brandon," I told him.


Browdy walked over to me.  "Look, Kid.... he started to say.


"There isn't anything you can say, Browdy."  I turned to go out the door but he stopped me with his hand.


"I'm not trying to stop you, Kid," he said.  "If you want to go that's your business.  But at least let me go upstairs and get your share.  It'll come in handy, Kid.”


He looked at me so sincerely I almost broke down and bawled for him like I'd done for Rettig.


"Thanks, Browdy, but honest to God I won't need the money."


I picked up my suitcase and Browdy stood with his hand on the railing.


"Try to understand, will you, Browdy?" I asked.


He nodded, but he looked like he thought I was crazy.


I went out through the door without looking back and walked down the steps and out onto the sidewalk.


I couldn't figure out why I was so happy.  I knew I should've been scared, after all I didn't have anything to do, but I wasn't; and there was nothing I could think up that could make me scared.  I tried.


I walked down the street under the tall trees and past the tight little houses that glowed a dim yellow from the windows.  I knew I was walking away from that dim yellow.  The houses all looked bright on the outside, but inside was that dim yellow.


I'd gone only two blocks when I saw her coming up the street toward me.  She was walking aimlessly, setting one foot in front of the other like it was all she could do to keep going.  Then when she saw me she stopped for a minute.  When she started up again, she walked slower and slower, like she was thinking about stopping again but she just couldn't bring herself to do it.


When I came up to her I set down the suitcase and waited for her to reach me.  She stopped too.  She looked at the suitcase, but she didn't say anything.


"Where are you going?" I asked her.


"I don't know," she said.


"I don't know where to go either, Annie."


"I was starting to go back," she said, "but I don't want to."


“No, I told her suddenly.  "Don't go back."


"We could go down to the farm, to my house for a few days," she offered.


I picked up my suitcase and turned her around with my arm.  "Let's go," I said.


"The train doesn't come until five a.m.,” she said.


I -realized that she'd been down to the station.  I didn't blame her.  How can a girl wait seven hours in an empty train station at night alone?


"We'll wait for it at the station," I told her.


We walked along slowly.  We had plenty of time.  There was a series of sharp cracking sounds and when we looked up we saw the fireworks going off in the sky.  The whole thing looked pretty phony to me, but we watched it until we got to the station.


Then we sat outside on the bench along the red brick wall of the station and waited.  We didn't say much.


When the dawn came, it came with the brightest yellow I'd ever seen.  We watched the sky come alive as the yellow streaks turned slowly to blue and the sun skipped along the tops of the trees and the houses and the buildings;  and it wasn't long then before the train came.


