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AUTHOR’S NOTE

OCCASIONALLY, I’m asked why I wrote this story. The answer is I once found myself in a Menominee hotel a day too early for a business meeting. The outside temperature was forty degrees below freezing and the nearby Lake Michigan was frozen over. With time on my hands, I hired a snowmobile and drove a few miles out to see the pack ice. The deadly quiet and absolute cold hostility of the place had me thinking … what a perfect place for a nasty piece of skullduggery. The story you are about to read was conceived right there and then.

Alistair Craig is not me … although I have relied heavily on my own travels and flying experience and once made the flight I describe. Some characters are based on aviation friends for originality and if you recognize yourself … I ask forbearance.

The locations used are real and ‘Top Risk’ was a real racer. A fine horse I have ridden and loved. The Champagne Princess was a real yacht too, but I do not know who owns her now.

And finally the politics of my story will of course change as will the value of money. I just pray that future years will see our world problems resolved.

Dennis Kenyon

Kings Caple
 England

September 2015
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To my dear Readers: When writing this story, I became obliged to employ more than a few technical abbreviations. Such words are common language for professional flyers, but to assist my more curious reader, I’m following with a list of Acronyms used in the text. I trust I haven’t missed too many DRK.







	AOP

	Air Observation Post



	AWAC

	Airborne Early Warning & Control



	ATM

	Our ‘Hole in the Wall’



	ADF

	Automatic Direction Finder



	ATA

	Actual Time of Arrival



	ATIS

	Air Traffic Information Service



	CIA

	Central Intelligence Agency



	CAA

	Civil Aviation Authority



	CNN

	Cable News Network



	CCTV

	Closed Circuit Television



	ENT

	Ear Nose & Throat



	ETA

	Estimated Time of Arrival



	EST

	Eastern Standard Time



	FAA

	Federal Aviation Administration



	FBI

	Federal Bureau of Investigation



	GCHQ

	Government Communications HQ



	GPS

	Global Positioning System



	HSCT

	High Speed Commercial Transport



	ISIS

	Islamic State of Iraq & Syria



	ISIL

	Islamic State of Iraq & Levant



	IRA

	Irish Republican Army



	IFR

	Instrument Flight Rules



	JSOC

	Joint Special Operations Command



	M-KHZ

	Kilo Hertz – Mega Hertz



	NASA

	National Aeronautics Space Administration



	NSA

	National Security Agency



	NDB

	Non-Directional Beacon



	OPS

	Operations



	PB

	Patrol Boat



	PNR

	Point of No Return



	QRF

	Quick Reaction Force



	RAF

	Royal Air Force



	RPG

	Rocket Propelled Grenade



	RUC

	Royal Ulster Constabulary



	SCUBA

	Self-Contained Underwater Breathing



	SEALS

	Sea-Air-Land Teams (Always Capitals)



	SAD

	Special Activities Division



	UDF

	Ulster Defence Force



	VOR

	VHF Omni Radial



	VHF

	Very High Frequency



	VFR

	Visual Flight Rules



	VW

	Volkswagen



	US

	United States








ALISTAIR CRAIG’S FLIGHT ROUTE
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CHAPTER 1

A voice on the radio crackled.

“Descend to 1,000 feet and report entering the London control zone. Follow helicopter route Haitch-Seven to Barnes … Squawk … Seven-Fower-Tree-Zero.”

Alistair Craig squeezed the collective lever down in response to Air Traffic Control’s curt instruction, and set the transponder digits that would uniquely identify him to London Radar. The altimeter needle swung lazily around the dial to indicate the new height.

Five minutes to go for the heliport landing, and as Craig entered the busy airspace of Heathrow’s control zone, he couldn’t have dreamed in a hundred years how today’s routine Air Taxi flight would change his life so dramatically and almost end his life.

An early-morning haze obscured the London skyline as Craig navigated the H7 helicopter route to the quaintly named Nonsuch Palace at Banstead. Five minutes later, the Barnes Common reporting point passed a thousand feet below. Craig called the radar service to confirm his position. The Heathrow controller cleared him to the next radio frequency. “Roger, helicopter Zulu-Zulu.” … Craig’s call sign for the day. “We’ve no further traffic information for you … maintain standard altitudes on Haitch-Fower and call the heliport on frequency Wun-Two-Tree-daycimal-Niner.”

The heliport controller was an old friend and recognised Craig’s professional radio patter. They’d shared a few monumental booze-ups in their Royal Air Force days. He responded to Craig’s call informally. “OK Alistair, your passengers are waiting. We’re using approach Zero-Tree … You’re cleared to land and park on Stand Fower.”

Craig acknowledged the instruction with a formal ‘Wilco’ and set the helicopter into a steady descent that would take him past the four tall chimneys of the derelict Battersea Power Station, to the landing platform that juts out into the muddy river. A puff of clear air turbulence from the chimneys kicked at the yaw pedals causing a momentary vibration from the tail rotor. Craig applied firm pressure with his right foot to offset the reduction in power and maintain heading for the assigned landing pad. As the helicopter dropped the last few feet, he flared with the cyclic, raised the collective lever and settled into a stable hover.

A swirl of light dust followed the helicopter as Craig air taxied to the allocated stand. A ground marshal wearing a yellow ‘hi-viz’ jacket beckoned. With a flash of the landing lamp, Craig acknowledged the marshaller’s signal and manoeuvering inches from the tarmac, landed the helicopter in the centre of the white H landing spot. He radioed the Control Tower. “Helicopter Zulu-Zulu is on the ground at Stand Four. Closing down for parking.” Craig cooled the Rolls-Royce engines at ground idle for the mandatory two minutes … turned off the fuel pumps and ignition and braked the rotors. With the auxiliary services offline, he entered the flight times in the technical log and prepared to offer his passengers the courtesies dictated by the company rule book.

Two men appeared at the door of the passenger terminal. The first man was tall and well dressed. The other, shorter man had a nut-brown complexion and dark sideburns on a bullet shaped head. He seemed an unlikely companion. An Arab national … possibly a Muslim from one of the new Middle East territories. An old-fashioned, loose-fitting raincoat was gathered at the waist with a wide belt and, unusually for a Muslim, the face was clean-shaven. Craig decided his passenger could be anything from a modern Arab Royal to a bodyguard. Dark glasses shaded the eyes. Craig guessed them as Ray-Bans. At £170 a throw, someone had a few spare quid, he thought unkindly.

The tall passenger would be the racehorse owner. He’d be fifty, six-feet tall and weigh a healthy 190lbs. The dark, wavy hair contrasted with a pale complexion. Unusually pale for the time of the year. Prison pale perhaps? Wisps of grey hair showed at the temples and should have softened the man’s image. But it was a hard, expressionless face with chiselled jaws and an aquiline nose that reminded Craig of Hollywood’s classic lantern jawed sea Captain on the bridge of his destroyer. The man wore frameless spectacles, through which the deep set, brown eyes looked out at the world with suspicion. They might not smile easily.

Then, as Craig moved closer, he noticed a curious feature. The face had no eyebrows … burned in a fire perhaps, or some kind of explosion injury? Craig joked to himself. Didn’t the early Egyptians shave off their eyebrows when a royal cat died? The exposed area of forehead lent the man the appearance of a scholar … similar to the billiard-ball effect drawn by science-fiction cartoonists to caricature aliens from space.

The man appeared to dislike the feature and, like Adolf Hitler, disguised the prominent forehead by pulling the hair forward at an angle to his left eye. The jaws were clean-shaven with a moon-shaped cleft below the thin, rather cruel lips. The cleft extended to the cheeks. Yet it was not an ugly face, and to many women it might even be handsome, with its rugged hint of masculine authority.

Craig’s passenger was formally dressed in a light-brown, single-breasted lounge suit. The suit was casually cut, but probably tailored in Saville Row. A fashionably coloured tie was held in place by a solid gold-clip where a single diamond sparkled in the morning sun. The pink silk shirt featured a pegged-down collar and concealed buttons. The sleeves discreetly displayed the English gentleman’s one inch of cuff, nicely matching the pink handkerchief that just showed at the top pocket … a noughties fad, now regarded as a fashion ‘faux pas’ by the TV gurus. Craig sniffed – hmm – a whiff of after shave. Best guess was one of the Chanel, ‘Perfume for Men’ fragrances. Immaculately pressed trousers seams broke correctly above soft calf-leather shoes. The shoes looked expensive and were fastened by bronze side buckles that hinted Gucci.

This guy has led a hard life, Craig judged critically. Probably made plenty of money from the horses and was now spending it on expansive life style, Bond Street clothes, helicopter travel and so on. Craig wished him well. At least he wasn’t dressed like some of his baseball-capped passengers, who wallowed in unwarranted wealth, thought it clever to wear their caps back to front, and couldn’t even spend their new-found money with taste. Craig stopped to think for a whimsical moment. Was that a chip on his shoulder or a streak of jealousy?

Craig greeted his passengers with a courteous smile and offered his hand. The tall man shook it with a press of the thumb against his palm. A Freemason’s touch? Craig brushed the thought aside.

“Good morning, gentlemen. Nice day for the races. Can I take your bags?”

The man jerked his head and handed over two suede leather cases with Etihad Airline flight tags. Craig kept the regulation smile going as he stowed the cases in the luggage locker, deciding his passengers had just flown in to Heathrow. He turned the key in the lock and opened the rear passenger door.

“Make yourselves comfortable, gents.” Craig continued with good humour as he guided them to their seats. “Scheduled flying time to Goodwood is forty minutes. This morning we’ll follow the river through London. You’ll get a terrific view of the City. The racing papers are in the seat pockets with head phones if you need to chat.” Craig remembered the required safety brief. “Oh, and can I ask you to spend a moment reading the safety leaflet. You’ll find it in the seat pocket too.”

The racehorse owner removed his glasses. The eyes settled on Craig. The voice was neutral. “Thank-you pilot,” it said with a trace of indifference.

The absence of response to Craig’s cheerful bonhomie was disconcerting, and the close scrutiny of the man’s laser like eyes seemed to prick the back of his skull like needles. He didn’t like it. Best to keep conversation minimal, he thought as he strapped himself into the pilot’s seat. Get on with the job he was paid to do. Just fly the bird.

Craig slipped on the David Clark head phones, set the master switch to ‘ON’ and ran through the pre-flight start drill. Instrument readings, jet-pipe temperatures and fuel pressure were OK for the engine start sequence. With Air Traffic clearance received, he acknowledged the ‘thumbs up’ signal from the waiting marshaller … idly wondering if the man knew the origins of the ancient virility symbol. He returned the phallic gesture with a knowing smile and punched in the starter. A high-pitched ‘Zing-Zing’ rang out from the fuel igniter as the compressor whined and, with an exhilarating surge of jet power, the engine flamed into life and accelerated to idling speed. The whine changed to a howl as Craig engaged the second engine … wound open both throttles to full power, and monitored the turbine outlet temperatures as they soared to almost a thousand degrees. Fumes from the burning jet fuel wafted into the cabin. Craig loved the smell. Aviation Chanel!

With the engine readings stabilized, and the rotor tips whirling invisibly at six hundred miles an hour, Craig called for take-off. The controller called back. “Zulu Zulu. You’re cleared to lift-off … climb to Wun-Five-hundred feet on Haitch-Fower … report passing London Bridge.”

With a parting nod to the marshaller, Craig pulled on the collective lever and air-taxied past the entrance to the spanking new Von Essen hotel that had sprung up in the last twelve months … a 21st century purpose-built facility for the helicopter trade at last. Craig smiled to himself. Rather more refined than the rusty old barge, casually moored to the river bank at Trigg Lane. Craig settled into a steady climb, flicked the landing gear switch to UP, and headed east to follow the course of the winding river as it flowed through the greatest city in the world.

A blunt-nosed tug pulling a heavily-laden barge chugged by … its dirty smoke-stack belching black fumes as the craft struggled against the incoming tide. Below, a motley mix of office blocks, a railway station, Kennington’s famous cricketing Oval and the London Eye passed beneath Craig as he climbed to the assigned fifteen-hundred feet.

At times like these, with an interesting day ahead and the warmth of the sun in the cabin promising a fine day, Craig could see why he loved flying. London’s famous buildings lined the banks of Old Father Thames where they jostled for every inch of precious space. Ten thousand pounds for every square metre, a property man once told him, so heaven alone knows what the Shard monstrosity had cost. The Gothic stonework of the Houses of Parliament beamed in the morning sun, contrasting with the severe, post-war geometry of the Royal Festival Hall. Beyond Hyde Park, the classical Portico of Buckingham Palace smiled down the Mall to the Admiralty Arches, but scowled at her unwelcome neighbor, the twenty-eight storey Hilton Hotel that peeps disrespectfully into the gardens and private quarters of England’s Queen. Craig liked the hotel though and often sampled a beer or two with his pilot mates in the trendy ‘James Bond 007’ bar on the top floor.

Craig’s thoughts turned to the empty plinth that stood in Trafalgar Square. Now whose statue would the Mayor, ‘Blonde Boris’ have placed there alongside Landseer’s four famous lions? Probably his own! Wouldn’t someone like the late Nelson Mandela be a better choice?

Further down river, the stark reflection of the new London Bridge rippled in a slack morning tide. Craig wondered how the Americans were treating the graceful arches of the old bridge … unceremoniously carted off stone by stone in the 1950’s and rebuilt on the Arizona desert at Haversu City, where they spanned a river of rusting Pepsi cans and discarded tourist trash. A sorry ending to so much history. He glanced over his shoulder to his passengers as they studied the spectacular panorama of London’s skyline.

“We’ll be entering London City shortly.” Craig enthused.

The world-famous picture post card view of Tower Bridge passed below as Craig made the mandatory position report. “Helicopter Zulu-Zulu is passing Tower Bridge at Fifteen-hundred feet.”

“Roger Zulu Zulu”. The Heliport controller responded. “Call Thames Radar leaving the London Control Zone at Greenwich and caution … there’s a police helicopter patrolling the Lea Valley between Five-hundred and Fifteen-hundred feet. Have a good day at the races Alistair.”

“Copied the traffic.” Craig acknowledged with good humour. “We’re visual with the Copper Chopper.” He smiled at his own joke. “I’ll be calling on the way back.” Craig set the throttles to 80 per cent max continuous power, and allowed the speed to settle at a respectable 130 knot cruise as he headed east to the newly developed Docklands area.

Craig thought he should try the tourist chat again. “We’ll be passing St Paul’s Cathedral shortly … further down river is the O2 Millennium Dome built on the Isle of Dogs. It cost the British taxpayer a thousand-million pounds and its only use these days seems to be for pop concerts and the occasional exhibition. Typical of Government waste.”

He pointed out London’s East-End. “I see the Olympic stadium is empty too, but the news says it’s about to be taken over by the footballers. With their sky-high wages, they can easily afford it. Craig pointed again. “There’s the wonderful Cutty Shark. She’s a restored remnant of the great tea-trading days with India. The boat docked alongside is Sir Francis Chichester’s Gipsy Moth. He sailed that tiny boat around the world single-handed.” Craig chatted animatedly before pausing to make a routine check of the instruments.

“That’s the HSBC building on the old Canary Wharf alongside Barclays. One of the tallest in Europe you know. Plenty of bank money I’ll bet.” Craig smirked. “A new building every time I fly over the area. They’re springing up like mushrooms. Out on your left is the London City Airport, built on the mud flats in the Thames estuary … no doubt, like the old London airport at Heston, the place will get buried under a block of million pound flats one day.” The two men seemed disinterested. Nothing was said.

‘What’s with these two guys’ Craig thought to himself … struck dumb! Still, he’d seen the fantastic buildings in Dubai and Abu Dhabi … the famous Al Burj Khaliffa hotel and its rooftop helipad where, in a cloud of tyre smoke, David Coultard once demonstrated a series of tight doughnuts in a Red Bull Formula One race car. Last year, the gold-plated Al Burj Arab rooftop even staged a professional tennis match for publicity. Poor old London was hardly in the same league. Ah well, Craig thought, forget the chat and get on with the job.

The Greenwich Observatory appeared on the south bank of the great Thames loop that encloses London’s Dockland. Craig reflected that while dear old England was rapidly losing her international status to Europe, at least the whole world still followed Harrison’s longitude system of navigation timing that originated at the Greenwich ‘Zero’ Meridian, and was passing below right now.

The remainder of the flight proved uneventful as Craig competently liaised with Air Traffic controllers en route. First the wartime Spitfire and Hurricane aerodromes at Biggin Hill and Kenley, the original home of Winston Churchill’s famous ‘few’ who, in the autumn of 1940, decimated the Luftwaffe bombers and single-handed, the young pilots won the Battle for Britain. Next came the long black scar of Gatwick Airport’s two-mile runway and its mighty Jumbo Jet traffic. A brief period of radio silence followed as Craig crossed the Pilgrim’s Way Westward. He pointed out the old British Aerospace Airfield by the pretty village of Dunsfold, now disused but still routinely blasted by the effervescent Jeremy Clarkson and the infamous race-driver ‘Stig’ as they filmed for the BBC show ‘Top Gear.’

Craig’s tall passenger was silent, but not uninterested. As a young man, he’d flown with the Irish Air Force at Baldonell and was aware of Alistair Craig’s professional handling of the executive jet. He could see Craig was a good flyer and had already decided he was the pilot they needed. Later today he would put the proposition to him.

Craig left the Gatwick Control Area and scanning the horizon, set course for the chalk landmarks on the Sussex Downs, thrown up during the Alpine Geological storm sixty-million years ago. The beautiful countryside of Surrey and Sussex passed below … Guildford’s modern Cathedral, with its bustling shopping centre close to the city’s Norman Castle. Out to the east, perched on the Downs, Craig could just make out his favorite summer haunt of Chanctonbury Ring. Next, the medieval town of Billingshurst arrived, sitting proudly astride the Roman road of Stane Street. A few miles further south, the wide meanders of the River Adur, cut through the South Downs to flow gently past the Duke of Norfolk’s impressive Arundel Castle. England’s most beautiful countryside at her very best.

Another ten minutes and Goodwood racecourse came into view, bang on estimate. Craig disliked the spiky plastic roof of the new Grandstand, which desecrated an area of outstanding natural beauty. Even the new Ascot stadium in Berkshire had fallen for the fad. Modern architecture gone mad.

“We’re approaching the racecourse now,” Craig said looking back. “Where would you like to be dropped? I can’t fly too near the stables … might spook the horses.”

“Alongside that car park will be fine.” The racehorse owner pointed animatedly. “Can you land by the white rails?”

“No problem. I see there’s a temporary H marked for helicopters.” Craig replied, and with little fuss, manoeuvered the helicopter neatly against the railings and touched down on the designated parking area.

Craig closed down the engines, completed his post-flight checks and with the drooping rotors ambling to a halt, jumped out to help his passengers with the bags. The landing site was a short walk from the main Grandstand. Craig looked up at the huge black dots perched high in the Poplar trees surrounding the Heli-Pad … Rooks? … Crows perhaps? Bloody noisy birds whatever. No wonder the big buggers weren’t scared off by his helicopter!

He turned to his tall passenger. Time for some social chat … and information perhaps!

Craig opened cheerfully. “I hope you enjoyed the flight gentlemen. Isn’t London a great sight from the air?” He switched on the company smile again. “Oh, I’m Alistair Craig. I follow the horses too. I don’t suppose you’ve any racing tips,” he ventured, immediately regretting his cheek.

The racehorse owner studied Craig for several seconds. The eyes narrowed and the hairless eyebrows dropped a fraction. The laser look was back. He pursed his lips and spoke with an Irish accent, probably from Dublin or perhaps, Craig thought, the so-called Mid-Atlantic accent. The voice was soft but the words were delivered with the authority of a Sotheby auctioneer accepting a final bid.

“The name is O’Rourke … It’s Captain Ryan O’Rourke,” the voice said. “From the Irish Republic.” He gestured to his companion. “My colleague is Sheikh Mohammed Mahmoud, a business associate who controls our Riyadh Office. We’re in the oil industry. Anglo-Arab Oil.” For the first time, O’Rourke smiled and spread his shoulders proudly. “So you enjoy a gamble, my dear boy?”

Craig didn’t like the patronising ‘dear boy,’ which the man pronounced in a falsetto voice using a rolled rr. He looked at the two men, from one to the other. Was this man one of those sexual odd-balls? Craig disliked the type. If he was, he looked a bloody tough one!

Craig stared back squarely at the bland forehead. The Irishman’s eyes were solid steel and challenging. He wanted to look away.

“I’m not a regular gambler,” Craig replied defensively after a pause.” But I guess being a racehorse owner, you must be in the know,” he added, forcing a grin.

The racehorse owner continued to fix Craig with the laser eyes. The expression was granite. His Arab companion was showing more interest.

“Top Risk in the three-fifteen, Captain Craig,” he said eventually. “If you want to win some real money, put everything you’ve got on the nose. I mean to win. But don’t come crying to me if you lose, dear boy.”

Again the irritating expression. Craig tried to look casual. He turned to the Irishman and cocked his head politely.

“Well that’s kinda nice of you Mr. O’Rourke. Thanks for the tip. I’ll take a sporting chance and trust in luck.” Trust and Luck? … strange bedfellows, Craig mused.

“Oh, and what time would you gentlemen like to leave?” Craig thought by way of thanks he should show the required company politeness.

The racehorse owner glanced at a gold Rolex Oyster with a black dial. The hour markers were picked out with diamonds. He wore it on the inside of the left wrist. All very swish.

“It’s Captain O’Rourke dear boy. We’ll leave ten minutes after the last race, but I need to talk with you before then. Meet me in the Owner’s bar at three-thirty. If you don’t see me, ask any of the stewards for Captain O’Rourke, the owner of Top Risk.”

“I’ll be there Captain O’Rourke.” Craig obligingly corrected, thinking, Captain of what? … the Salvation bloody Army! … but before he could enquire further, O’Rourke and his poker-faced partner walked off, chatting enthusiastically as they headed for the member’s stand. Craig’s eyes followed the two men until they were out of sight.

He was deep in thought.

Now why would a racehorse owner want to talk to him? Surely not just to buy him a drink! What a strange pair. An Irish Catholic and a Muslim, partners in the oil business. Sounded like a new version of the old Englishman, Irishman and Scotsman joke!

Nice of them to give him a tip though.

Craig buried his thoughts and spent ten minutes securing the helicopter’s main rotor blades with the tie-downs, fitting the engine intake muffs, and locking the cabin doors. With a final check around the helicopter, he sauntered leisurely to the Grandstand, leaving the noisy birds squawking in the trees.

The sun was gaining strength as it climbed in the clear September sky and, with its warmth on his cheeks, his spirits lifted in anticipation of a good day at the races and a wanton gamble on O’Rourke’s horse.

He walked through the dirty concrete tunnel under the main Grandstand entrance to be greeted by a hum of expectancy from the excited race-goers. What a terrific atmosphere of occasion and a superb view of the racecourse.

Looking around, he chose a position closest to the rails and sat on a rough wooden bench thinking of the hard-nosed Captain Ryan O’Rourke, his Muslim friend and a horse named Top Risk. A helicopter pilot’s life was never dull, he told himself … O’Rourke’s unexpected invitation ringing in his ears!





CHAPTER 2

TWO months earlier, on a warm summer day, Craig was enjoying a regular Sunday walk on the Sussex Downs, south of the medieval town of Steyning. He made the steep climb from Wiston Village, following an ancient track through the woods to the popular Chanctonbury Ring … a majestic clump of Beech trees that cling to the summit of the downs, and a prominent landmark which can be seen from London – fifty miles away.

The circle of trees was planted in the eighteenth century by a young farm worker who, for the first few years, climbed the hill every day to water the young saplings. The trees cover an ancient earthwork that hide an interesting history. In prehistoric times, Iron-Age hill-farmers inhabited the site where they cultivated the soil and mined the chalk for flints.

Several hundred years later, a tribe of woad-painted Britons led by King Cogidumnus, ousted the farmers and settled on the hilltop, but in 50 AD, they were forced to flee before Hadrian’s invading army. The Roman Centurions fortified the camp and built a temple for their new Christian faith. The settlement flourished for three hundred years as its citizens integrated with the local population. With the collapse of the Roman Empire, the soldiers left … the wood ramparts rotted and fell into decay, and seventeen centuries of wind and rain reduced the structure to rubble. Today, with the thinning Beech trees nearing the end of their natural life, only a grass ditch and the circular earthworks remain to reveal Chanctonbury’s intriguing past.

Craig liked exploring such sites but today, because of the sunny weather and the warm breeze, he just wanted to sit under the Beech trees and think out his future. He spread his jacket on the grass by a freshly planted Scots Pine.

Alistair Craig was not handsome in the conventional sense. He possessed an Englishman’s ‘country’ appeal with fair wavy hair, blue eyes and the honest, ready smile of the sportsman. At college, he’d been an athlete specialising in the mile, once approaching the magic ‘four minutes’ of his day. He was the classic ‘six-footer’ with a medium build and spoke with a southern English accent. When not flying, he dressed casually, sometimes in blue jeans and a polo neck sweater or jacket. He never wore body jewellery, tattoos or a baseball cap.

He’d passed his fortieth birthday and his job as a helicopter pilot ensured a steady £40,000 a year. He managed comfortably on his salary, but earlier in the year his life took a dramatic turn, when a car crash changed his finances and he became obliged to move to a rented flat in Brighton.

He still had some worthwhile assets which included the car, a couple of good paintings and a few antiques. His prize possession was the all-white Jaguar sports coupe. The car was forty years old and had become a classic, but it could still outpace the foreign rubbish that disgraced the English roads. The thought intrigued him. He smiled wryly … so he possessed a streak of patriotism!

Doing the maths, he reckoned his total worth might be £50,000. Not very good, he told himself, especially after twenty years flying. Not much more than couple of thousand a year. He allowed his thoughts to cast back to the better days before the accident.

Life had been very different. Before the crash he lived comfortably with his young wife Tracey, the very centre of his life. As a close husband and wife team, they worked hard and between them earned enough to buy a period black and white cottage. The cottage had just two bedrooms but was classically thatched. It nestled quietly in a fold of the South Downs close to the charming village of Wiston.

They were a happy couple and over the years added an extension and improved the gardens and so on. Craig loved the cottage and as the marriage matured he couldn’t have been happier. A loving wife, a good job and a beautiful home. His life was complete when Tracey presented him with a son.

But then came the day his world fell apart.

Driving to her parent’s home for a family Christmas, a Mercedes, whose driver was later convicted of being drunk, crossed the centre of the road and collided with Tracey’s small Ford. The car rolled twice before ramming a road-side wall. Tracey was thrown through the windscreen and he was trapped by the legs. He winced as he recalled the agonising wait for the rescue services and the pain as the firemen cut him free. In his nightmares he re-lived the scene … the screech of skidding tyres. The impact. Tracey’s broken body lifted into the ambulance and the sight of her blood-stained dress as her life ebbed away. Then the devastating moment a grim-faced police officer told him his son had also been killed.

There were the police sirens, the flashing lights, the ambulance and the staring faces of a small crowd. A loving family had been destroyed in a heartbeat. Craig pushed the ugly memories away.

The surgeon repaired his legs while he spent weeks hobbling about on crutches. He lost his aircrew medical and with it his job and with his capital draining away, he couldn’t meet the bills. He knew he would probably lose his home.

Then the news he was dreading. In view of his mortgage arrears and his inability to work, the bank would repossess the cottage. In vain he pursued the insurers, only to find the foreign Mercedes driver was not insured and his claim for damages became locked in a legal wrangle. The weeks dragged into months, until the sad day he left the cottage and handed over the keys. He lost interest in working and tried to come to terms with the change in his life as he continued to battle with the insurers.

Then came the day the morning post brought him two pieces of news … the good and the bad. He was to have his flying licence renewed by the CAA and could work again … but a second letter told him the bank were putting the cottage up for auction. To be sold to the highest bidder, although he was eligible to bid! To bid for his own home he thought bitterly … the last link to his old life. The sale would be held in London in six months, along with a dozen bankrupt shops, a few local apartments and various derelict properties and barns for the DIY brigade.

He knew he had to buy the cottage. The cottage that held so many memories. He’d get the money somehow! Anyway, so he could at least move back to the home that had been his life. But how to accomplish that in six months!

He took an air-taxi pilot position with his old firm’s rival, where he kept his troubles to himself. Now he was working again, he tried for a new mortgage, but with his bad credit score, he was refused by the lenders. He did the figures. Something approaching £200,000 would be needed to add to the money the cottage was expected to realise once the mortgage was paid off. His new boss said they would help with a small shortfall, repaid from his salary of course, but Craig knew that wouldn’t affect the important numbers.

Craig turned his options over and soon realised they came to nothing. He needed the money quickly, and with the day of the auction getting closer – it had to be very quickly.

But as the days became weeks, he buried himself in his hobbies in an effort to forget his troubles. Most evenings he stayed in the flat with his paintings and antiques. But each morning he marked the date on his kitchen calendar, counting down the weeks and the days before the auction. If he couldn’t get the money, his dream cottage was gone.

His female colleagues, who knew little of the accident or his financial problems, jokingly ribbed him that his collection of museum pieces was nothing more than an attempt to fill an empty home, a home they hinted … which could be vastly improved by their presence! He laughed off the idea, reminding them that the love of his life was his job, and being single allowed him the freedom to travel, sleep late or enjoy quiet nights at home with his antiques.

Craig looked down for a place to sit and enjoy the panoramic vistas of the Sussex Weald. He dragged his thoughts back to the present to think his problem through.

With the first cooling breeze of the day on his cheeks and the steady drone of the bees in the hedgerows for company, Craig sat on the lush down land grass … tinged yellow by the ubiquitous armies of dandelions and buttercups. Neat fairy circles of yellow and white daisies added to the seasonal colours beside the brambles and colourful hawthorns. Above him, the warm sun filtered through the trees surrounding the ‘ring.’ A quintessential summer day in Sussex at its best.

But yes, he considered again … perhaps he should change things and alter the direction of his life. Take up the ladies’ sexy offers and socialise more. This time, he’d be more selfish to make up for what the sodding world had done to him. Get more from life … the sort of money his posh Air Taxi customers splashed around. But first he needed to get his hands on the money. Enough for the cottage and why not a new car? Obviously a Jaguar!

He looked down to the cluster of houses that would be Wiston village. He could just make out the white figures on the cricket green as they played their very English, ‘willow on leather’ game. The ‘Steyning Rebels,’ they called themselves. He smiled to himself. How do you become a rebel in a gentle game of cricket?

Wiston is a tiny gem at the foot of the downs … a dusty village post office with beamed ceilings, a thatched pub with hanging flower baskets and the historic ‘All-Saints’ Saxon church clock striking the hours. The classic country scene.

He allowed his thoughts to wander again as he mused. First he’d need to be the highest bidder at the auction. Appoint a solicitor for the conveyance, and get the contracts exchanged. Then along to the ‘lanes’ in Brighton to buy a few interesting antiques and update his sound system with the latest ‘Bose’ speakers. Everyone had wireless equipment these days. And of course the car. Craig loved the Jaguars and the latest turbo XKR was a driver’s dream. He would choose the white convertible model with red trim. Imagine the thrill of visiting the London showrooms to place his order.

A seagull screeched overhead. He looked up and studied the effortless ease with which the bird soared in the rising air currents above the trees. He came to a decision. If he was to get his cottage back, he’d need to do something special. A profitable job … it could even be illegal! He’d once been offered a fat cheque just to fly a parcel into the country. Legal or not, he’d have to take one big chance. He didn’t have a choice if he wanted the cottage.

He reviewed himself. What skills did he have? Not too much to offer, he decided … just his flying skills so gratefully paid for by the Royal Air Force who awarded him his ‘wings’ … the flying badge of the RAF. From there he progressed to helicopters. After his commission, he left the service and swapped an RAF uniform for the black company tie and white gloves of Executive Helicopters, the elite of the helicopter business. A steady air-taxi job which he did well and where he was well regarded.

And so to his new job, which brought him to today’s thoughts sitting under the Beech trees taking in the sunshine. Somehow he would get his hands on the money to buy his cottage and the luxuries he’d promised himself. Was he even ready for a new lady in his life? Was it too soon?

He glanced up to the seagulls again, shrugged his shoulders and brought his thoughts back to earth. What a bloody daydreaming fool he was! What an utter prat. A total Walter Mitty. Even if he was prepared to risk some dubious flying, it was unrealistic to think the opportunity would come his way. His cottage and the new Jaguar were nothing more than a pipe dream … a dream that couldn’t come true. He’d just have to keep a level head and his old MGA.

Alistair Craig clambered to his feet and brushed himself down. He’d do better to work for what he wanted, he told himself, and there wouldn’t be any short cuts. Just be grateful for his health and his present job.

He picked up his jacket, threw it over his shoulder and started the gentle walk down to the National Trust’s dedicated car park at the foot of the downs. He turned his thoughts to his favourite village pub … the ‘Red Lion’ where he would enjoy a juicy steak alongside a good local beer.

Craig harrumphed inwardly. Now who had ever really seen a red lion?

Lots of brown lions in Africa perhaps!





CHAPTER 3

GOODWOOD Week is a pearl in the English racing calendar. The ‘Top Peoples’ racecourse poses unashamedly on the aristocratic lands of the Duke of Richmond & Gordon. Each summer the elite socialites and cocktail party set meet on the well-trimmed lawns of the imposing Goodwood House. There, they parade the latest in hat and dress fashions, but take little interest in the horses as they pound the course for the punters and their bookmakers.

The special ‘Ladies Day’ is when the champagne flows fastest against a mix of posh society gossip and classic racing. A day which also attracts the heavily perfumed, ‘working ladies’ from London, who arrive in chartered coaches … bosoms exposed … hell bent on a good day out and whatever might follow.

The downland setting for this annual parade of high society is also a Mecca for the true horseracing fan. The contrast of brilliant white railings set against the lush green turf, the electric atmosphere of expectancy from the Grandstand, the noisy punters and the colourful flower displays, more than justifies the title … Glorious Goodwood.

Craig was a happy man. He had the best part of the day to himself… one of the perks of the job, and although he wasn’t an avid fan of the sport of Kings, he liked to see the horses run and mix with the boisterous crowd and the silk-shirted jockeys. Yes, he would enjoy his day off and the excitement that precedes a wanton gamble on some unknown horse!

From the Grandstand, he looked down to where the ranks of loudly dressed bookmakers were waving their arms in a kind of semaphore code, while chalking up betting odds on well worn Tic-Tac boards. Craig toyed with the idea of how much to bet on O’Rourke’s horse. He joined a group of race-goers queuing at a wooden chalet. The clapboard building smelled of fresh paint. The hinged front was propped horizontally to form a canopy and the rough wooden building was stocked with race programmes and various horsey publications. A dozen pairs of binoculars were suspended from different points of the stall and the temporary shop was doing good business.

Craig needed a programme and as he waited, a lady wearing a coarse tweed jacket and thick unflattering spectacles collected a pair of binoculars and a copy of the Horse and Hound. Craig realised the binoculars were for hire and having deposited a twenty-pound note, he chose a pair of powerful Zeiss 10 x 30’s and picked up a copy of the Sporting Life newspaper.

He walked over to the crowded saddling enclosure where the runners for the first race were on parade. Each horse was beautifully groomed with shining coat and spotless racing tack. Craig was intrigued to see the intricate geometric patterns neatly combed into the horses’ flanks. Diamonds seem to be a favourite. He couldn’t help wondering how much each animal had cost its owner. Too many thousands no doubt!

He found a ringside seat where a vivid display of red and white geraniums smiled up at the visitors … a colourful, exciting occasion and Craig felt privileged to be invited.

A rattle of hooves drew Craig’s attention as a scruffy young groom struggled with the reins of her powerful charge. A magnificent Bay Mare wearing a dark-blue rug, clattered into the ring.

The frisky horse stopped suddenly and refused to pass a spectator holding a newspaper that flapped disconcertingly in the afternoon breeze. With a shrill whinny the mare shied but was quickly brought under control with a sharp tug on the reins. Then, with a half-hearted buck of hind legs, the temperamental animal resumed its steady walk. The following runner, a tall grey with proud head and long white tail, passed without fuss, apparently quite unmoved by the offending newspaper and the earlier commotion.

Craig consulted his programme. The jumpy mare was listed as Chesapeake Bay, owned and trained by Guy Harwood. Today’s jockey would be Ruby Walsh. The horse was entered in the first race, a selling plate.

Craig checked down the programme. The 3.15 was described as the Whitbread Cup for five year olds and up – to be run over one and a half miles. £10,000 was shown added to the stakes. Top Risk was entered at number seven and its form given as 0.0.0. The horse hadn’t won or been placed in any of its previous three races and was listed as aged six, carrying ten stone three pounds. Captain Ryan O’Rourke was shown as the owner. The colours would be royal blue, gold diamonds with a quartered cap.

The jockey was the successful Frankie Dettori. Craig had once flown him and Lester Piggott from Goodwood to an evening meeting at Windsor Park. They had obliged Craig’s bank balance by winning both their races!

Hmm … O’Rourke’s horse – an outsider at ‘ten-to-one.’ Never been placed before, but expected to win today. Could horse racing be that fixed, Craig asked himself?

He passed through a wicker gate to the public enclosure and chose a seat at the top of the Grandstand where he would have a good view of the course. The start, about ten furlongs away on the far side, was followed by a sweeping right hand curve leading to the long uphill run and the finishing post on his left.

Craig soaked up the traditional scene and found his thoughts cast back to the old newsreels and the famous English Derby at Epsom. Whatever happened to the mysterious tipster and self-styled ‘Prince Monolulu’ and his routine cry to the punters? “I’ve gotta horse.” Those were surely the days. Now only the charismatic John McCririck on Channel Four’s ‘Morning Line’ held the title.

Craig swept his binoculars over the fabulous backdrop of beautiful trees and lush green turf down to the distant starting gate. How much money would be won or lost today as each horse pounded by the finishing post? How many bottles of champagne were waiting to be popped? And how many wives might be beaten when the losing gamblers arrived home, their money gone and the worse for drink? It was all part of life’s winners and losers Craig considered … probably one that would never change.

A dusty Tannoy speaker in the Grandstand roof interrupted Craig’s thoughts.

“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. This is Robin Sullivan, your commentator for today. Can I welcome you to the first day of our Goodwood festival. I see we are starting with the fine weather arranged by our ever-efficient Clerk of the Course.”

Craig cringed at the corny joke and wondered what might be coming next. The commentator continued breezily, going through the declared runners, giving details of the jockeys and the horses current form.

The first race was duly won by Chesapeake Bay, the jumpy mare Craig had seen in the saddling ring. A tingle of excitement ran up his spine as the horse hurtled by the finishing post, eyes bulging, teeth bared with pounding hooves that churned up melon sized clumps of Goodwood’s hallowed turf.

A roar greeted the winner as the horse thundered over the line and the following runners cantered home in line astern. Craig looked around the Grandstand where a flutter of betting slips littered the floor, discarded by the losing punters … perhaps having just blown a week’s wages, but who were no doubt already planning how they would recoup their losses!

The race results appeared on the finisher’s board and the loudspeaker confirmed the race order. There was an hour before Craig’s race, so he decided to look over the line of bookmakers who were already frantically signalling betting odds to their colleagues in the exclusive member’s enclosure. Craig wasn’t sure how much to bet on O’Rourke’s horse or the odds he might get. Not much good risking all he had on him just to get his money back!

As he reached the lower Grandstand level, the bookmakers were busy chalking up betting odds for the second race. He noticed one or two boards offered a better price so he’d need to do some mental arithmetic and shop around. First it was time for a drink. He stepped under a striped awning to the bustling cafe.

Sipping an ice cold Pepsi-Cola, Craig listened to the commentary for the second race which the favourite led from start to finish. He emptied his glass and followed the other punters back to the saddling ring.

As before, a dozen horses were being led around the ring, but now the central grass area was occupied by several small groups, presumably the owners, their trainers and the usual hangers-on. Craig was happy as he took in the scene. He liked the high fashion colours of the ladies’ dresses, the bright jockey silks, the serried ranks of red geraniums and the animated hubbub of conversation that hung in the air. He was bemused to see how some of the posh ladies coped in the soft grass. A particularly fashionable lady with classic long blonde hair, looked stunning in a red, Carmen style dress, but was struggling for composure as her tall heels sank in the earth … while in the same group an equally fashionable, but older companion, still looked great in a plain black dress and sensible flat shoes.

Craig soaked up the English garden party atmosphere and checked around the crowded ring to find a seat with a good view of the action. No doubt last minute riding instructions were being passed to the jockeys and Craig recognised one or two well-known faces. Dick Francis, the ex-champion jockey and now a popular author looked incredibly small, but Craig envied his wealth. In contrast, the Irish five-time champion jockey, Keiron Fallon, seemed too tall to be a jockey as he chatted casually to a well-dressed owner. Probably discussing fees and profit sharing for his next win!

Craig spotted a female jockey looking very much out of place in this traditionally all-male arena. Horse racing, the Stock Exchange, even the flight deck of today’s airliners. The age of sexual equality had surely arrived. Craig admired the progress made by the fairer sex after years waiting in the wings. But would women ever play men on level terms at Wimbledon or on the golf course at St Andrews?

He looked anxiously for Top Risk, whose number was missing from the assembled runners, but in a moment, a tall Chestnut trotted into the ring and, for a second, cantered nervously on the spot as a powerfully built stable lad held him in check. Craig was impressed with the rank outsider that was tipped to win. The horse stood visibly taller than the others, perhaps seventeen hands high. Craig felt encouraged, although he guessed size probably had little to do with breeding, racing speed and stamina.

So how much to bet? Craig asked himself again. He felt a sudden flush of the daredevil! Why not risk all? Take the cash from the conveniently placed ATM. Yes, he’d draw out to his maximum daily limit and punt all the cash he had with him. Go for broke! About £250 would go ‘on the nose’ as his tipster had advised, but even as he came to the decision, Top Risk began his cantering trick again as the stable boy held on. For a moment horse and boy pulled hard against each other and then, almost as quickly, the big Chestnut relaxed his head and settled into a steady walk.

Craig overheard one or two comments from the other punters. It seemed putting money on a nervous starter wasn’t a good idea. Craig was reassured. Surely that would improve the odds and he had inside information!

The jockeys were called upon to mount. Once again, Top Risk repeated his cantering performance and as Craig headed for the ATM, he wasn’t feeling too sure of his decision. It was only the deadly certainty with which his wealthy passenger had tipped Top Risk that prompted Craig to chance his hard-earned money.

Walking from one tout to another, Craig established the best odds at ‘Ten-to-One’ and even as he handed over the notes, the bookmaker’s clerk chalked the odds down to ‘Nine.
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