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The Cooper Kids Adventure Series

ONE

J
ay Cooper sat in the 182 Skylane's right seat, his hand on the control yoke, watching the horizon over the plane's nose and enjoying the view of the Cascade Mountains passing below. A gentle wind from the Pacific Ocean was rippling over the snowfrosted peaks like river water over smooth stones, making the airplane's wings rock lazily and its nose nod and wag in little yeses and nos. With gentle corrections to the control yoke, Jay held the plane on course and maintained a steady descent rate of five hundred feet per minute. At fourteen, he was three years too young to be a licensed pilot. But he'd flown often enough with his father to know how to handle an airplane. When he turned seventeen, he would get his license. His mind was made up on that. For now, his Uncle Rex was sitting in the left seat as pilot-in-command, letting him take the controls for a while.

It was supposed to be a pleasure trip. The Coopers were in Seattle visiting Dr. Cooper's sister, Joyce, and her husband, Rex. Rex thought the kids might like to “take the plane up” for the afternoon. Of course, it was just an excuse to flyâ€”a pilot is always looking for one. Jay's sister, Lila, passed. Jay leaped at the chance.

It was supposed to be a pleasure trip, just a scenic flight around Mount Rainier to take pictures, then a leisurely return to Boeing Field in Seattle. It would be a chance for Rex to get in some flight time and for Jay to gain a little more flight experience.

And it
was
a nice tripâ€”for the first hour and ten minutes.

They'd circled Mt. Rainier, snapped some spectacular pictures, then practiced some maneuvers for Jay's benefit. When clouds began to build around the mountaintops, they decided it was time to turn for home and start the descent toward Seattle.

Skylane N758YTâ€”the N was always pronounced “November,” the Y and T were always pronounced “Yankee Tango”â€”had that typical Cessna light plane shape familiar to almost anyone near any airport in America. Its wings were on top of the airplane's body or fuselage, its two main wheels were on thin, springy legs sticking out just under the cabin, its one front wheel was under the nose, and it had one engine and propeller up front.

It had room for four people and several suitcases and was painted white with racy red stripes on the sides and wings.

And like most small, single-engine airplanes, “The Yank,” as Uncle Rex liked to call it, was noisy inside. The 230-horsepower engine was spinning the propeller at more than 2,000 revolutions per minute while a 140-knot wind rushed over the airplane'saluminum skin, creating a roar like the ocean. So as Jay and Rex flew, they chatted with each other through their headsets, speaking into the tiny black microphones in front of their mouths and listening to each other through the big noise-deadening earphones. Without the headsets they would have to yell to be heard.

“I first flew in the service,” Rex was explaining. “Got it in my blood and had to keep it up after I got out. The thrill isn't exactly the same, but it'll do. Yes sir, it'll do.”

Jay smiled. Rex was a large, bearded man, who weighed about 230 pounds and all of it was muscle. He'd flown fighter jets in the Air Force and often told tales of tight maneuvers, aerobatics, G-forces, and throwing up. His flying stories always made Lila cringe, but Jay thought it was great stuff.

“My Dad learned while he was going to college,” Jay replied. “I guess he figured he'd need an airplane if he was going to go out on archaeological digs.”

“His is a 182, right?”

“Yeah, a lot like this one, only his is a little older and a little beat-up. It's been a lot of places, and some of the places weren't very nice.”

Rex raised his eyebrows. “Oh, he's told me about some of the places you've been, how you've been stranded, shot at, chased, captured. I don't think I'd want that kind of work.”

Jay shrugged. “Aw, you need a little excitement once in a while.”

Rex laughed. “Yeah, roger that.”

They had descended to four thousand feet. Belowthem, logging operations had scarred the Cascade foothills like hundreds of bad haircuts; gray highways with ant-sized vehicles wound through the valleys; brown logging roads wriggled like snakes up the contours of the mountain slopes. Twenty-five miles to the northwest, the city of Seattle stretched out like a layer of coarse gravel on green felt. Beyond that, Puget Sound shimmered blue and glassy smooth, and beyond that, the Olympic Mountains formed a majestic, sawtoothed horizon.

“Woo!” Jay exclaimed. “Those mountains are looking good!”

Rex nodded. “Much better weather to the west. I'm glad we're going that way.”

At that very moment, at Seattle-Tacoma International Airport just south of Seattle, a WestAir Boeing 757 had finished boarding passengers, and a flight attendant was sealing up the big cabin door. On the flight deck, Captain Jess Crylor was going through the engine start-up checklist as the two big jet engines came to life with their deafening whine.

“Seattle Ground,” he radioed the tower, “WestAir 271 ready for push back.” He was talking to the man in the tower who directed airplane traffic on the ground.

“WestAir 271, Seattle Ground,” came the reply from the tower. “You are clear for push back, follow the Northwest 727 to 16 Left.”

The ground controller was giving him permission to push back from the gate and telling him to follow another airliner, a Northwest Airlines 727, that was already on the taxiway. Runways at airports are numbered according to the direction they are pointing in compass degrees, leaving off the last zero. North on a compass is 360 degrees, so a runway pointing straight north would be called Runway 36. South on a compass is 180 degrees, so a runway facing south would be called Runway 18. Seattle-Tacoma has two runways side by side, situated at 160 degrees, called 16 Left and 16 Right. Both airliners would be taxiing to runway 16 Left for takeoff.

Captain Crylor radioed back, “WestAir 271.” Every time a pilot receives instructions from a control tower he or she responds by saying the number of the aircraft. That way, the controllers can be sure the right person received the right instructions.

There was a slight bump as the powerful ramp tractor hitched onto the 757's nose gear and started pushing the airliner back from the gate.

In the cabin, the flight attendants got out their demonstration seat belts and oxygen masks in preparation for the safety instruction routine. “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. If you'll direct your attention to the flight attendant standing at the front of the cabin, we will go over the safety features of our Boeing 757 aircraft. To be sure your seatbelt is fastened. . . .”

On the flight deck, Captain Crylor and his copilot were reading off checklists, twisting knobs, and flipping switches, checking out all the aircraft's systems. Everything was checking out okay. They were expecting a routine flight to Salt Lake City.

And it would be a routine flight . . . for the first thirty seconds.

Rex and Jay were approaching Seattle's outskirts, dropping down to fifteen hundred feet. Rex took the controls of The Yank and set his radios.

“We're going by the Auburn airport. Think I'll tune them in and see if there are any other planes flying around I should know about.” Then he perked up with an idea. “Listen, we have to come into Boeing Field from the north. How about we swing around north and take a quick tour of downtown Seattle?”

Jay nodded happily. “Sounds good.”

“Great. Well, we'll just hang a left here.”

Rex turned The Yank to the left and set a course that would pass a few miles south of Seattle-Tacoma International. He was careful to keep the airplane at fifteen hundred feet, a legal and safe altitude that would keep him down low, out of the way of the big jets departing from that airport.

WestAir 271 taxied into position on runway 16 Left and immediately received clearance from the tower, “WestAir 271, you are clear for takeoff.”

Captain Crylor gave the throttles a firm, evenadvance, the engines' whine rose to a roar, and the big bird began to speed down the runway.

Just then, Rex and Jay heard a voice through their headsets. “Auburn traffic, Piper Cub eight eight niner on forty-five to right downwind, one six, Auburn.”

Rex grinned as he radioed, “Hey Chuck, is that you?”

Chuck's voice came back, “That sounds like Rex Kramer. How you doin'?”

“Fine as frog's hair, buddy. Just took my nephew on a little trip around Mount Rainier.”

“Good day for it.”

“Take care.”

“You too.”

Rex told Jay, “That was Chuck Westmore. He flies a little Piper Cub out of Auburn Municipal.” Suddenly he pointed. “Hey, there he is at two o'clock.”

Jay knew that his uncle wasn't telling him what time it was, but what direction to look, based on the idea of a clock face. If you were to lay a huge clock down flat and then stand in the center of it facing the twelve, then twelve o'clock would be straight ahead, six o'clock would be straight behind you, three o'clock would be directly to the right, and nine o'clock directly to the left. Since Uncle Rex said two o'clock, Jay looked to his right and a little ahead, and sure enough, there was a small yellow airplane heading for its airport.

“The Cub's a nice little airplane,” said Rex. “You could just about land it in your driveway.”

In the short moment they were watching the Cub, Jay and his uncle did not notice the huge jet lifting off from Seattle-Tacoma. On their present course, they would be flying directly beneath the airliner's flight path. On any other day, under normal circumstances, the jet would be so high above them there would be no danger. But not today.
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