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Most people are terrified before their first parachute jump and my tandem partner was no exception. He was middle-aged, short, and balding and looked like a W. W. Denslow illustration from The Wizard of Oz.

Seven people had signed up for the morning tandem jump, two couples, two Japanese businessmen on vacation, and my jump partner, Professor Daniel Randleman.  

Daniel made copious notes during the orientation class. The two couples listened intently and the Japanese smiled the entire time. I never knew if they understood a single word I said.

Daniel was my partner this morning for two reasons. First, he requested an extended freefall jump. This was something we never allowed on a new customer's first jump. Second, he brought a twenty-pound backpack he claimed contained experimental equipment to study the effect of rapid pressure changes on carbon fiber-reinforced polymers.  

We don’t let the partners bring anything bigger than a cell phone. However, Randleman was a respected theoretical physicist and was paying a thousand dollars to be accommodated. I missed extended freefall jumps and Randleman’s money gave me a good excuse to make one.

After the orientation, the instructors helped their partners get into their tandem harnesses. I made sure Randleman’s fit perfectly. I helped him put on his equipment, put on my helmet, and performed a communication check to ensure we could talk to each other. I showed him how to activate his helmet camera. His backpack fit into an empty reserve chute bag and he wore it like a second reserve chute.

“Professor, you won’t be able to reach your backpack while we’re in the air. If your experiment doesn’t work, it’s not my fault. No refunds.”

Randleman looked at my name badge, James Kirby, and said, “Mr. Kirby, it won’t be a problem. The instruments are pressure-sensitive. I’ll activate them inside the airplane once we’re 10,000 feet above sea level. The experiment will operate independently during the freefall, parachute descent, and landing. All you have to do is keep us in freefall until we descend below 4,000 feet above sea level. No matter how frightened I seem, you must not deploy the parachute until we are below 4,000 feet.”

“Let’s say MSL instead of above sea level,” I responded. MSL stands for Mean Sea Level. In the aviation world, altitude is identified in two ways. AGL stands for Above Ground Level, the altitude above the ground, and MSL is the distance above sea level. There wasn’t a problem with a 4,000-foot altitude chute deployment. My artificial floor, the minimum altitude to open my parachute, is 3,700 MSL. If I don’t deploy the chute before then, it automatically opens.

“Excellent,” he said and we climbed into the plane. When we were seated and belted in place, the plane took off. It circled and climbed slowly to 10,000 feet MSL. Professor Randleman vomited twice during the ascent.

The other jump teams lined up and jumped when the green jump light flashed. I guided Randleman into position at the jump door and double-checked the harnesses. “You ready to do this?” I asked.

“Yes,” he replied and wiped a sleeve across his face. “Give me a second.”

He reached into his bag and I heard a switch click closed. He turned on his helmet camera, put on his gloves, and said, “I’m ready now. Don’t pay any attention to me. Keep us in freefall until we are below 4,000 feet.”

“You’re the boss,” I said. I lifted him off his feet, walked us both forward, and stepped out the jump door. He didn’t flail or fight for balance. He let me do the work. I maneuvered us into the spread eagle position and we approached terminal velocity. Terminal velocity is the maximum speed a jumper can fall. Air resistance is the key. The spread eagle position, face down with arms and legs extended, provides the most air resistance. More air resistance allows for a longer freefall because the terminal velocity is slower. If a jumper pulls his arms and legs in, curls into a ball, or falls head first, he falls faster. 
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