
My One and Only 
 

“It will mostly be a blur,” the instructor said, as I 

moved into a small, stuffy briefing room along with 

a much younger crowd.  

“Remember to breathe,” he said. “Everyone 

forgets to breathe. You’ll be purple by the time you 

get down, if you don’t breathe, and no, the harness 

will not be too tight for you to breathe.” 

“If you fail to open your parachute at the 

required altitude, the instructor will hold one finger 

in front of your eyes, like this.” He held up his left 

hand with the index finger horizontal to the ground. “Once you see this, you have five seconds 

to open your chute. After that, the instructor will open it for you. Only one in four students 

remembers to pull the ripcord.” 

“Do not grab on to anything as you approach the door, and don’t look down. Arch your 

back with your head back. Once free of the airplane, bend your legs back between the 

instructor’s,” he continued. 

I knew that one of the students was a Chicago cop, but the others all looked too young 

to have done anything adventurous. Smugly, I felt confident that I would be one of the good 

students who would remember everything. 

Like most, the cute girl at the counter had talked me into having my one and only 

parachute jump photographed. The photographer became distracting right away by wanting to 

interview me and by taking photos and a video of everything I did. I tried not to pick my nose or 

adjust the harness straps cinched very tight and frighteningly close to all the tender parts in my 

crotch, all while saying scintillating things like, “Yes, this is very exciting.”  

Once outfitted with my harness, a few basic instructions and a healthy dose of bravado, 

I boarded the first planeload to depart. A quick takeoff and a rapid climb to altitude had my 

ears clogging while I tried not to think too much about jumping out of the airplane connected 

only to a small piece of nylon. 

Climbing to altitude, my instructor Paul made the necessary connections to hold us 

together—a good idea as he had the parachute. He had me sit on his lap—I tried not to think 

too much about that either—while he cinched the harness down as tight as he could. It was 

tight, and I was having difficulty breathing. Later, he gave me some goggles and cinched them 

down tight. If tightness counted for anything, I was ready. 

In the meantime, an instructor in the back of the plane regaled us with a story about 

one of his students who cried and did not want to jump. “He was a big guy,” he said. 

“It’s always the big guys,” another one said. All the instructors chuckled. 

I guess I have ingested too much macho bullshit during my life, but I would have 

grabbed a parachute and jumped solo from the plane before I cried or refused to jump. Put 

your hand down between your legs and feel around. If you find something, that means you’re a 

man—just jump out of the damn airplane. Try to remain calm on the way down, because if you 

should be killed, that’s all they will talk about at your funeral. “He was such a big guy, but he 

screamed like a little schoolgirl all the way down. It’s so sad.” 



We finally reached the desired altitude that was somewhere between twelve thousand 

and fourteen thousand feet. I failed to note the final altitude on the altimeter wrapped around 

my wrist. In fact, I never looked at it even to see if I was approaching the magic altitude of six-

thousand feet when I was supposed to pull the ripcord. 

Three single jumpers were in front of me. All the other tandem jumpers were behind 

me. A large door in the left side of the airplane rotated up into the ceiling like a garage door. Up 

it went, and out went the three single jumpers. My instructor began prodding me toward the 

door. Now the entire process was beginning to unnerve me.  

Reaching it, he told me to sit down with my legs hanging out the door. Really? Isn’t that 

dangerous? Once seated in the door, I immediately fixated on the ground. It was a very long 

way down. To my credit, I did not try to grab hold of anything. Paul put his hand on my 

forehead and pulled back. Oh yeah, I was supposed to arch my back and tilt my head to the 

rear. I remembered hearing that somewhere. I arched, we swayed forward, then backward, and 

then we rolled forward out of the airplane. I got that sickening falling feeling one gets with the 

realization that the inevitable contact with the ground is going to hurt like hell. 

When we finally rotated over into a belly-to-the-earth position, I settled down a bit, but 

the acceleration downward was breathtaking. Literally. Hadn’t the classroom instructor said 

something about breathing? I do not know the terminal velocity for the two of us, but I believe 

it was somewhere around 130 miles per hour. Fast. That is why you always see jumper’s cheeks 

flapping in the wind when viewing videos of their jumps, and that is why I decided not buy the 

video. I do not want to see my cheeks flapping, and I am reasonably certain that, with the 

exception of very mean people, no one does. 

I no longer had a sensation of falling, just a feeling of going very fast, kind of like 

standing up in a Ferrari convertible as it approaches 130 miles per hour—not that I have done 

that. One consequence of the high speed was that my mustache was blowing up into my nose. 

Charming. Another reason not to buy the video. 

I am glad I hired the photographer, because I do not intend to do this again. However, 

he was distracting me from observing my plunge toward the cornfields far below. He kept 

moving around wanting me to do cute things like smile, give the peace sign and other stuff that 

had nothing to do with parachuting. Frankly, I did not want to smile. I was frigging tense. A 

stern look seemed more appropriate. Then he and the instructor thought we should spin 

around a few times. They were both becoming annoying. I do not like anything that spins. I do 

not even like to watch the clothes dryer. 

We plummeted through approximately six-thousand feet of air in about thirty seconds 

annoying the hell out of my sinuses. Paul reached around my left side and put his finger in front 

of my eyes pointing to the right. What was to the right? I looked and did not see anything. By 

the time I remembered that meant to pull the ripcord, he had already pulled it. I became a 

member of the majority who failed to open their chute. 

That started a period of disorientation as we slowed rapidly when the chute opened 

while the photographer kept plunging downward. I had an overwhelming and not very pleasant 

sensation that we were actually going back up. 

Finally, we slowed, I got myself oriented, and the wind stopped roaring past my ears. 

Paul had me remove my goggles. He told me that if I looked to my right I could see the city. I 

looked and saw Aurora, but I think he meant Chicago.  



“I’m going to make some adjustments, and you’ll feel me release the lower clips. Don’t 

worry, you’ll be fine.” That is like the doctor telling you, “This won’t hurt.” Anyway, Paul 

released the clips and the lower part of my body swung free. I am glad he warned me; 

otherwise, I would have been certain I was falling. It was a bit disconcerting realizing that I was 

hanging three or four thousand feet in the air connected to Paul only by a couple of clips at my 

shoulders.  

He then told me that there was turbulence, and he wanted to get us down quickly. I 

never felt any turbulence, and I think he just wanted to get down to prepare his next student.  

Anyway, Paul started slipping around in circles to lose altitude quickly while I watched 

the fields spin around below, and I started to feel nauseous. Eventually, I remembered our 

instructor told us to look at the horizon and not the fields. Apparently, barfing on your 

instructor is rude.  

By the time we got down to around two-hundred feet, I felt much more relaxed. Hell, I 

could fall this far and be okay. We made a smooth landing in the designated area. Walking off 

the field, I began to relax while trying to remember all that had happened, all the while feeling 

superior to the big guy who cried.  

Hooah! 


