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The lyrics to
American Pie tumbled
through my head: This will be the day that
I die.



I sat on the floor of the Cessna, knees to
chest, bound in a webbed harness that clamped the blood flow below
my crotch and squashed my boobs like a medieval breast band. My
insides churned like chem lab beakers.

How did I manage to get myself into this
situation? In a word: adrenaline. Not enough in the detecting
business.

Besides the pilot, whose name I didn’t know,
the others in the plane were Art Sorel, the jumpmaster, Tori Reber,
my parachute instructor, and a cameraman I knew only as Justin.
Justin was along to record the jump. My first.

“How are you feeling?” asked
Tori.

“Scared,” I said.

“You should be,” said Art.
“It’s normal”

“So how many jumps before I
get over it?”

“Only a madman like Art ever
gets over it,” said Tori.

Art pounded his chest. “Tarzan no fear.”

“I wish you had a little
fear,” said Tori.

“I used to, Darling, before
you started packing for me. Now, I get a perfect parachute every
time.”

“And you don’t do anymore
low pulls,” she said.

“Nope,” he said, and I
thought I detected, even above the throb of the engine, a note of
sadness. “Your love has made a cautious man of me.”

“It sounds like you two are
an item,” I said.

“Ten months today,” said
Tori. “Hey, Artie love, let’s do a lip dock after Val pulls.
Justin, can get it on tape. You don’t mind, do you Val?”

“What’s a lip dock?” I
asked.

“This,” said Tori. She
pulled Art to her and kissed him full on the mouth. They were both
breathing hard when they separated. “It’s even better at 120 miles
per hour,” she said.

“Wow!” said Art. “I could
ride that kiss to the ground. Bet you break it off first,
Babe.”

“No games,” said Tori. “We
break off together.”

“Hey, Ken and Barbie,” said
Justin. “Break off high enough your auto cutters don’t fire and
cause an entanglement.”

The auto cutter was a life saver, a
fail-safe, the goal line stand against oblivion. I had one on my
harness. So did Art and Tori. Justin didn’t. If I was still falling
at 1,800 feet, the auto cutter would open my reserve parachute.
Just to reassure myself, I stole a quick look at the device. The
indicator said, “jump.”

“Two thousand, no lower,”
said Tori.

“Will that be high enough?”
I asked. “Doesn’t it fire at 1,800?”

Tori favored me with a smile. “Yours does,
because you need the altitude. We’ll have an 800 foot cushion.” She
turned to Art. “2K, loverboy. Okay?”

Art nodded. He looked at his altimeter.
“12,500,” he said. “We’re on jump run.”

Oh, God! My heart dove to the pit of my
stomach. All the talk about lip docking had distracted me from the
climb to altitude.

“Are you ready to skydive?”
asked Tori.

My brain screamed, “No!” but my mouth, as it
has so often, betrayed me. “Yes,” I said.

“Follow me out the door,”
said Art. He swung the door up. A rush of white noise, wind and
cold assaulted my senses. The ground was a blur. The distance from
the door to the step over the wheel looked as wide as a canyon.
Somehow I crossed it, hung onto the strut with Art on one side and
Tori on the other. I checked with each of them and stepped
off.
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