Freefall 

Heidi Farmer

As children, I think that most of us feel invincible. Getting old is something that happens to other people, and the idea of our own death is a vague impossibility. Even as a young adult, I was certain that I would get a free pass. I was special. That’s why, when I was about 22 and my roommate asked me if I wanted to go skydiving with a group of friends, I accepted. I didn’t bat an eye as I signed a three page contract stating that I understood the risks involved and absolving the company of any liability in the event of my death, regardless of who was at fault. I breezed through the 20-minute safety video. Then I watched the demonstration that included an emergency signal that consisted of three taps on the shoulder. This would indicate that we should go limp, with our arms at our sides and legs together, in the event of an emergency. That way, the instructor that we would be harnessed to could get to the controls. It’s a good thing that I was paying attention.

As we climbed aboard the plane, the fear started. I ignored it: i’m good at that. In the plane we arranged ourselves in line, each of us in a tandem harness with our instructors, who were behind us. My instructor and I were last. We climbed to about 17,000 feet. I couldn’t see out because there were no windows, only the big, open doorway that the pairs were disappearing through, one at a time. When there were only a few couples left, the fear kicked up several notches, demanding to be recognized. I felt an emotion that I remembered from the time I tried to go onstage for a play: panic. I changed my mind. Before I could speak, we were in the doorway. I was staring out into nothing, insubstantial clouds rushing past. I turned my head to say “No!” while my instructor shouted, 

“Go!”

He rocked back and hurled our bodies forward. We left the plane head over heels, literally. We tumbled toward the ground, arms and legs out stretched, at 80 M.P.H. Then I heard the crack of metal parting, and I changed direction; straight down I fell, plummeting like a stone, feet first. He dropped me! That’s when the Panic hit. The adrenaline rush to my heart was painful. There were no thoughts as I fell through the sky screaming in terror and clawing at nothing. I could not scream as loud as I was afraid. My heart was in my mouth. 

Then I felt three taps on my shoulder. Something registered through the panic- communication. That was the signal! I hadn’t been dropped! My instructor was still harnessed behind me and was trying to get to the controls. I immediately went limp, putting my arms down to my sides, and breathing in, instead of screaming my terror. Suddenly I felt a strong backward pull and we slowed to a stop, and then began to float, slowly and gently. I couldn’t believe it.

“The first chute failed!” I heard from behind, “I had to deploy the reserve!”

“Is it gonna happen again!?” was the only thing I wanted to know.

“No,” he replied, “We’re safe now.”

I breathed in as the slamming of my heart began to subside. I looked around, and for the first time, I could see for miles. We were past the cloud cover. It was a bright, clear autumn day. We were outside of the city, so there were few buildings, just fields and trees for miles, in all directions. The colors were marvelous! We were floating, hovering it felt like, compared to freefall. A feeling that is difficult to name came over me. Joy, maybe. I was struck by the natural beauty and the fiery brilliance of the season. The red, gold and purple trees set against the still-green grass were like gems sparkling on emerald velvet. A large river wound past a cemetery in the distance. A fierce happiness struck me and I laughed, as the instructor guided us past some power lines.

As we continued our descent, I began to see the others on the ground, waiting. A warm euphoric glow coursed through me, a feeling of triumph. As the ground rushed up to meet us, I was told to pull my knees up into a sitting position, and we slid in on our butts. As soon as I was unhooked, I was on my feet, screaming, “Yes! Yes! Yes!” It was an amazing feeling: what I considered a near-death experience. The high was nearly as extreme as the terror, which was the strongest that I had ever known. As I high-fived and laughed with my group, my roommate Katrina mentioned how “boring” she thought the whole thing had been. I laughed at her. 

 I’d like to leave you with a bit of advice. Always read and understand what you are signing, and when it comes to safety instructions, pay attention. The life you save may be your own.
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