ADULT FICTION – runner-up: Janelle Colquhoun of Keperra, QLD  

No fear
“Go!” the instructor hollered. 

I leaned forward and tumbled out. “Weeeeee!” I screamed. 

We did a somersault. The hard wind compressed my body. We negotiated the belly to earth position. He shouted in my ear. I could barely hear for the windblast. I splayed my arms and legs. The air tore at my jumpsuit. The goggles wrenched on my face. My cheeks elongated over my ears. The harness felt loose. The instructor was light on my back. I had no fear. I felt free. It was thrilling. We were plummeting at 200km—wild! The sensation was awesome. I didn’t want it to end.

A few months earlier my brother Ian had decided to skydive for his thirtieth birthday. He invited his friends to join. We should all take the plunge. I wasn’t keen. I’d always been terrified of heights—suffering from altophobia.

In my childhood I’d watched the black and white war movies. If the plane had been hit, the engines stalled, fire flaring from the fuselage, wing torn off, pilot slumped dead over the joystick, plane shrieking in a nosedive and order given to jump, I’d sworn I couldn't have done it. Going down with the plane seemed less terrifying. 

Why would I now agree to jump out of a perfectly good plane more than four kilometres above the ground, when years earlier I couldn't even stand at the barrier of the Three Sisters Look-out? 

After losing my sight my altophobia had lessened. How could I be afraid of something I couldn't see? The phobia nonetheless lingered—I could still picture the distance to the ground from the roof of a skyscraper. 

I interrogated my ophthalmologist: “Won’t my retinas detach if I skydive?”

He laughed; “No. Bungy jumping is the dangerous one." 

Rats! I’d have to look for another excuse, but it wouldn’t be easy. A number of Ian’s friends were jumping because of me: “If Ian’s blind sister is game enough to skydive, I’ll look like a chicken if I don’t!”

I missed the lift with Ian to the Toogoolawah drop zone, then missed the ride Ian had quickly arranged with Glen. When I rang Glen to say I was ready to be collected, his flatmate answered. “Sorry, you’ve missed Glen by about ten minutes. I can drive you though.”

“But it’s a two hour drive!” I seemed destined to parachute. 

Ian had done two jumps by the time I arrived. He was on a high, frothing and bubbling like he was taking really good drugs. He couldn’t stop talking and I could feel he was a glow of smiles. “It’s fantastic! It’s such a rush! It’s the best thing ever!” He wasn’t the only one. Every skydiver walking from the drop zone was high on this legal drug. 

Before walking to the airstrip, the novices were suited, goggled and helmeted, given safety, diving and landing instructions and paired with a tandem jumpmaster. They were tense and jittery. After their dive, they couldn’t stop giggling and effervescing. I don’t think if they’d been found innocent of murder, they could have been more elated.

It was my turn. I must have inhaled some of their drug. “I want a jumpmaster who will somersault me out of the plane.” I was loud and brazen. My fear had melted—what was I afraid of anyway? It was probably safer jumping out of a plane than driving home with my brother. 

I pulled the tight jumpsuit over my clothes; thankful I’d been warned to wear trousers, squished my hair into the helmet, scooted the goggles on and waited while I was fitted into the harness. The straps secured tightly between my legs were uncomfortable, and no doubt not much of a fashion statement either.

I’m sure I recall from the war movies, soldiers having the space to stand. The Cessna Caravan we would jump from only had enough height to sit on the floor. We slithered into the empty belly; my tandem jumpmaster sitting behind me, his legs on either side of mine. He began clipping our harnesses together, pulling me tightly into his crotch. I had to sit on his lap so he could fasten us securely. I wondered whether the male jumpers felt uncomfortable sitting on another guy’s lap! 

The turbines engaged and within minutes we were taxing along the runway. At 4200 metres the pilot gave a shout, the door slid open and five formation skydivers jumped. I was next. 

Like we were doing a fat reduction exercise, we bum walked to the door. My legs dangled in the sky. 

“Go!” 

I leant forward and fell; the instructor tumbled us into a somersault.

It was wild. It was a rush. It was fabulous! There was no sensation of falling, just the thrust of wind. If only I could have seen the fields below and the earth rushing to intercept us.

The sixty seconds of freefall was over. It was too short! The instructor pulled the ripcord. It felt like I was yanked upwards. I was smacked with a few seconds of intense deceleration. Wow! I was told later it was nearly 4 G! Our speed of 200km reduced abruptly to 19. The harness strained. I was vertical again. It felt like we were hovering. There was silence. The contrast was extraordinary.

The instructor demonstrated the parachute controls; arms up – stop, pull to the right or left –spiral, angle down – dive. I took the toggles and spent the next five minutes hanging suspended, spiralling and occasionally diving—I didn’t want this to end too quickly.

The instructor prepared me to land—I needed to cross my legs and keep them higher than his. “Ready?” We landed gently in a sitting position.

“Woohoo! That was excellent!”

From across the field I heard Ian running, “How was it?”

I turned to the side and spewed. I’d done too many corkscrews. “Don’t tell him I puked,” I whispered to the instructor.

“It was excellent!”
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