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* * * *

Lobber ran in shouting like it was already too late. “Kerrs gone’ Skyfalling! Kerrs gone Skyfalling!” He was the kind of kid you naturally ignore, so he had to shout everything. I ignored him. Moody didn’t. It made no difference. Lobber went right on shouting. “I saw him going up the Endcap with his wings!” 
   
Moody shouted right back. “Why didn’t you stop him?!” 
   
“Who?! Me?!! Nobody can stop Keri when he wants to do something. He’s crazy!” Lobber was right, of course. Keri was crazy; always putting himself in danger for the fun of it, always coming out in one piece. You couldn’t stop him. Even Moody couldn’t, and, Moody was his older brother. 
   
Moody grabbed a pair of Close-ups and started for the door. “He better not be Skyfalling! He’s too young!” 
   
That almost made me laugh really, because we were all too young. But Moody had done it two years ago without getting caught, and I had done it last year. Lobber would never do it. I guess that was why he shouted so much. If you even mentioned it to him, he’d say, “Are you crazy?! You could get killed doing that!” 
   
And he was right about that too. Every couple years, somebody would wait too long to open their wings, or open them too often, and that would be it. Even the lower gravity of Henson’s Tube doesn’t let you make a mistake like that more than once. My father says he saw his best friend get killed opening up too late, and I remember how Keri started crying when Moody came plummeting down out of the air and we thought he’d never open his wings and glide. 
   
Still, when you get to be a certain age in Henson’s Tube, you go up the Endcap to the station and hitch a ride on the catchrails of the Shuttle. And when it gets to the middle of the cable, you jump off. It’s not all that dangerous really if you open your wings at the right times. The way gravity works in Henson’s Tube, or any of the other orbiting space colonies for that matter, makes it a lot less dangerous than doing the same thing on Earth. 
   
The difference in gravity comes from the way Henson’s Tube is shaped. It’s like a test tube, sealed at both ends. The people all live on the inside walls of the tube, and the tube is spun, like an axle in place, to give it gravity. If you look with a pair of Close-ups, you can see land overhead above the clouds, but the other side of the Tube is five kilometers away, and that’s a long way when it’s straight up. 
   
If you were born in the Tube like we all were, it doesn’t seem unnatural to you to be spun around continually in two-minute circles, and even tourists find it just like Earth, all rocks and trees and stuff, until they look up. Of course, the one half gravity at “ground level” makes them a little nervous, but the real difference in gravity is at the center of the Tube. There’s a sort of invisible axle running down the center of the tube lengthwise, where there’s no gravity. That’s where the Shuttle runs on its cable from one Endcap to the other. And that’s where you start your Fall. 
   
You step off the Shuttle halfway along its ride, and you drift very slowly toward one side of the Tube. But pretty soon the ground rotates away, under you, and the wind begins to push you around the center cable too. Only you don’t just go around it in a circle, because going around starts giving you some gravity, so you come spiraling down toward the ground, rotating always a bit slower than the Tube itself. 
   
The closer you get to the sides, the faster the Tube—the ground—spins on past you. The gravity depends on how much you’ve caught up with the rotating of the Tube. If you didn’t have wings, you’d hit hard enough to get killed for sure, partly from falling and partly because the ground would be going past so fast when you hit. If you do have wings, then they slow down your falling okay, but then they catch the wind more, so you’re rotating almost as fast as the Tube is. Only then, because you’re going around faster, the gravity is stronger and you have to really use the wings to keep from landing too hard. Only by then you’re probably half-way around the Tube from where you wanted to land, and it’s a long walk home. 
   
Usually, you just step off the Shuttle and drop with your wing folded until you get scared enough to open your arms. When yo, do, your wings begin to slow your fall. If you don’t wait too long , that is. If you do wait too long, when you throw your arms open they get snapped up and back like an umbrella blowing inside out, and there’s nothing left to stop you. Most of the people who get hurt Skyfalling get scared and open their wings too soon or too often. Most of the ones who get killed open their wings too late. Nobody had ever seen Keri get scared. 
   
That was probably what Moody was thinking about as he ran for the door. I know it was what I was thinking about as I grabbed a pair of Close-ups that must have been Kerrs and ran after him. Lobber ran after both of us, shouting. By the time we got outside, the silver, bullet-shaped car of the Shuttle was about a third of the way along its cable, and there was nothing to do but wait until it got almost directly above us. 
   
At first, we couldn’t see Keri and we thought he must have missed the Shuttle, but then we .saw him, sitting on the long catchrail on the underside of the Shuttle with his feet over the side. Lobber kept trying to grab my Close-ups, shouting, “Let me look! Let me look!” I ignored him, but it didn’t do any good until Moody grabbed him and said “Shut up, Lobber, just shut up– Lobber looked like he was going to start shouting about being toy to shut up, but the Shuttle was almost directly overhead by the: so he did shut up and watched. 
   
When the Shuttle got where he wanted it, Keri stood up, stopped for a second to pick out his landmarks and then just stepped off. He fell slowly at first, almost directly above us. But soon he began to slide back and away from us in wider and wider spirals as the Tube revolved. For a second, he looked like he was just standing there watching the Shuttle go on down the Tube and us slide away beneath him. 
   
But in a couple seconds he went from being as big as my thumb to being as big as the palm of my hand. We could tell he was riding down the pull of gravity at a good speed and getting faster all the time. He had his head into the wind and his body out behind him to cut down his resistance, so the wind wasn’t rotating him with it too much, and his speed was going up and up and we knew he’d have to do something soon to cut it down. 
   
When he was half a mile above us, he still hadn’t opened his wings. Moody lowered his Close-ups and shook his head like he was sure Keri would never make it. When he looked up ,again, Keri was a lot closer to the ground, and his blue wings were still folded across Ills chest. It’s hard to tell from the ground how far you can fall before you pass the point where it’s too late to open your wings, but it looked to us like Keri had already passed it. And he still hadn’t spread his wings. 
   
“Open up!” Moody shouted, “Open up!” And for a little while Keri did just that, until he began to slide back around the curve of the Tube. But long before he should have, he pulled his arms back in and started that long dive again. All Lobber could see was a small fluttering fall of blue against the checkerboard of the far side of the Tube. “He’s out of control!” Lobber shouted. 
   
He was wrong, of course. For some crazy reason of his own, Keri had done it on purpose, but when I went to tell Lobber to shut up, I found that my mouth was too dry to talk. It didn’t matter, because Lobber went suddenly quiet. Moody stood looking up through his Close-ups and muttering, “Open up, Keri! Open up!” 
   
It seemed like an hour before Keri finally did. You could almost hear the flap of the blue fabric as he threw his arms open. His arms snapped back, and for a minute, I thought he was going to lose it, but he fought them forward and held them out steady. 
   
But it still looked like he had waited too long. He was sliding back a little, but he was still falling, and falling fast. I could see him straining against the force of his fall, trying to overcome it, but I didn’t think he was going to make it. 
   
I didn’t want to follow him in that long fall all the way into the ground. I thought about how my father said his friend had looked after he hit, and I knew I didn’t want to see Keri like that. But just before I looked away, Keri did the craziest thing I ever saw. Falling head down with his arms out, he suddenly jack-knifed himself forward, held it for a second, then snapped his head up and spread-eagled himself. His wings popped like a billowbag opening up. 
   
Moody gave a little gasp and I felt my own breath suck in. But it turned out that Keri knew more about Skyfalling than either of us ever would and when he threw his arms back, he had almost matched ground speed and the maneuver had put him into a stall so close to the ground that I still don’t believe it was possible. 
   
Of course, Keri being Keri, he held his wings out just a fraction too long, and he went up and over before he could snap his arms down completely and came down backward. You could almost hear the crunch when he hit. I swear he bounced and flipped over backwards, and then bounced and rolled over four more times before he stopped. For a second we just stood there, too stunned to move, and then we were suddenly all running toward him, with Moody in the lead. 
   
When we got to Keri, he was sitting up, unsnapping his wings and rubbing his shoulders. His arms were a mess, all scraped and scratched, but not broken. Even though he had a helmet on, one eye was swollen shut. But he was smiling. 
   
Moody got to him first and helped him up. “You’re crazy, Keri! You know that?! You could have got yourself killed! You know that?! You know that?!” I don’t think I ever remember Moody being that mad. He sounded like his father. “Look at you! You’re lucky you didn’t get killed!” 
   
But Keri just kept grinning and the louder Moody got, the wider Keri grinned until Moody just turned away in disgust. Nobody said anything for a while, not even Lobber. Finally Keri said, “C’mon, Moody, I didn’t act like that when you came down.” 
   
Moody turned around and looked at his brother like he knew Keri was right, but he wasn’t ready yet to forgive him for scaring us like that. “Yeah, but I didn’t wait until I almost hit the ground before I opened up! I didn’t scare anybody half to death thinking was going to get myself killed!” 
   
Keri looked at him and chuckled. “Didn’t you?” 
   
“That wasn’t the same!” Moody said. But you could tell he knell it was. Finally, he grabbed Keri’s wings. “Here, give me those be fore you tear them.” 
   
Keri laughed and handed him the wings. He gave me a wink with his good eye. “Not easy being on the ground. Is it?” I shook my head. Moody just snorted and folded the wings. I kept waiting for Lobber to start shouting again, but he didn’t. He just looker up at where the Shuttle had passed, and when he spoke, his voice was wistful and quiet like he knew Skyfalling was something he would never be able to do, no matter how much he might want to. “What does it feel like, Keri?” he said. 
   
Keri shrugged, and I knew it was because there is something in the Fall, something about the way it gets faster and faster, and the ground rushes up at you like certain death, that he couldn’t explain. I could see the freedom of it still sparkling in his eyes. “It feels like being alive.” 
