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Naked, I switch the light on, pull back the warm quilt, and head for the bathroom. After a 

long, satisfying pee, I turn to the wash basin, and look up to the mirror. I see a tanned, square 

face with marginally bloodshot green eyes, and short, brown hair, unwashed and messy. I stretch 

my arms above my head, then lower them and flex my pecs, helped by an intake of breath. My 

biceps could do with some work, but I haven’t time for that now; alert and energised, I’m going 

to fly. I haven’t taken any medication for a week, and there’s a sharpness and freedom in my 

head which tells me I am ready.  

 With its four gold rings, a pair of generic wings and a still-ironed white shirt with 

epaulettes, my pilot’s uniform is still in good condition as I pull it out of its plastic bag. I get 

dressed; the trousers a little tight since I last wore them. I look like a pilot; I am a pilot. The 

sound of a car, a dog barking and water in the pipes register in the back of my mind, but I am in 

the moment, unmoved.  

I go downstairs and detour into the kitchen to put the kettle on, then to the study where I 

find the aeronautical charts I need, on top of an unopened pack of cigarettes with cheap lighter, 

hidden from my wife, and kept for times of stress. I don’t need them tonight; I am calm and 

organised. Passing through the lounge, seeing some of the children’s toys, I feel a brief pang of 

regret, then move on. Lynn has taken the girls to her mother’s; I guess they know my work is 

special, and that sometimes I need to be left alone. The house is quiet, but the start of rain 

announces the presence of the outside world.  

Gently sipping tea, I study my route: tracks, timings, navigation beacons and descent point. 

03.00 local time, time to go. The General Aviation Terminal is only fifteen minutes away, where 

I took care of Topflight’s Navajo on its arrival in earlier in the day. Ferried in empty from 

Fairoaks, the six-seat twin looked so tiny in the enormity of Heathrow.  

Dropping the pilot off at the terminal, I chatted with him about when I flew the same type 

so many times. Airborne from Luton at 03.30 laden with newspapers, chatting to France Control 

in colloquial French, watching the sun rise over the Alps, the approach over the lake, then 

kissing the tarmac in Geneva at 06.00 precisely. Magic. 

 So, to Heathrow; the giant radar tower dominating the skyline, and the outline of a Boeing 

707 being towed to a distant parking place by a squat tractor. The VIP Handling area is lost in 

the vastness of the airport, empty and soulless at night. The Navajo sits squat, hidden and 

unloved in a corner by a blast fence, waiting for me to bring it to life. The washed-out night 
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lighting gives the aircraft a furtive, shadowy aspect, while the white-painted metal, with its blue 

and red flashes looks familiar and reassuring. G-TAXY, the registration is straddling the split-

level door with its lower section housing integral steps, and the top to be pushed up until it clicks 

into place.  

Settling into and adjusting my seat, I go through the pre-start checks slowly, scanning the 

instrument panel, and immediately feel at home. I am out of practice but confident. Turning on the 

radio and instrument lights, I note the fuel needles indicating half tanks. The engines run with a 

throaty rumble as I bring animation to the dead metal and plastic, and in return it gives me purpose 

and elation. Feeling secure and comfortable, I carry out the checks up to ‘Ready for taxi,’ put on 

my headset and set the Ground Movement frequency on the comms radio. 

It’s a while since I’ve flown, so I’m ensuring I get the essentials right: first heading after 

take-off; check Burnham beacon is tuned to the correct frequency; switch on the rotating beacon 

and navigation lights and release the parking brake. Engine run-ups complete, I declare myself 

ready for take-off, excited but composed.  

‘Golf Tango Alpha X-Ray Yankee, you are cleared for take-off 27 Left.’ 

I line the aircraft up just off-centre between the two converging rows of runway edge lights 

bordering Heathrow’s two miles of tarmac, to avoid the nosewheel banging on the centre lights. 

A final check of the engines and instruments, then I slowly increase the power. The edge lights 

flash past as the airspeed builds - the Navajo telling me it wants to get airborne. At 85 knots, I 

gently apply backward pressure to the control column and the aircraft eases into the night, light 

turbulence rocking the wings. Seeing a positive rate of climb on the VSI (Vertical Speed 

Indicator), I raise the undercarriage and look ahead into the blackness.  

At night, with no actual horizon, I must immediately refer to the artificial one to avoid 

getting disorientated. I raise the flaps, then look for the autopilot controls. I don’t feel tired at all; 

in fact, I could not be more awake. My eyes dance over the panel, as I feel the power in my 

hands dominating all the switches, levers, and controls. I see the glowing red exhaust manifolds 

in the bulbous nacelles of the two big engines, their three-bladed propellers disking round, 

behind the slight asymmetry of the vibrating spinner.  

‘Golf X-Ray Yankee, call London Information on 133.05. Good night.’ 

I can’t be bothered with an advisory service, so I turn the radio volume down, climbing to 

1,500 feet below cloud. I can see a sprinkling of orange lights below, lighting up the emptiness 
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between. I engage the autopilot and sit back. I’m in my cocoon, my comfort zone; going 

somewhere, this time with a mission. I’m part of the aeroplane now; the Navajo and I are as one.  

Pushing on, we head West, in and out of cloud, over the grass airfield at White Waltham, 

where I learnt to fly. Wanting to see the moon and stars, I increase power and pull back on the 

control column. The airspeed needle falls upwards, and the aircraft breaks out above the cloud 

layer, where a bright moonlight reflects grey whiteness off a carpet of stratocumulus.  

Levelling off at 4,000 feet, I may have infringed controlled airspace, but I don’t care. 

There’s hardly any air traffic around anyway. On top, the air is as smooth as marble, and there’s 

peace with the moon and stars, immovable in their infinite black dome. I am looking up into the 

void, practically touching the heavens. Night-time above the clouds is utterly beautiful, 

surrealism in monochrome. Twinkling flashes moving high above me, seemingly so slow, signal 

a lone overflying aircraft, while below Windsor and Maidenhead are illuminated with the golden 

glow of a thousand streetlights.  

I think of the children, vibrant with health and spirit, clever and sociable. They have what I 

never had: lots of friends and normality. I’m glad they are happy; their mother will comfort and 

explain everything in her no-nonsense way. I know you’re with me God, and I know You’ll look 

after them all and make them remember me. 

I disengage the autopilot and ease the nose down slightly with a touch of power to increase 

speed. Then I make a gentle turn right, quickly reversing left and pulling up round for a barrel 

roll. Upside down at the top, I push forward to keep the nose above the horizon, carrying on 

round 360 degrees and wait for the wings to level. Not bad. If I’d have joined the air force – as I 

should have – I could have been a display pilot with the Red Arrows, then joined British 

Airways as a Concorde pilot.  

Back at 4,000 feet, I re-engage the autopilot before turning the heading cursor ninety 

degrees right to head North. I’m completely in charge, high above the earth savouring the feeling 

of belonging. The Navajo is flying beautifully. All the instruments and gauges are reading 

correctly, the engines driving us through the night as I turn East. I feel affection for the machine, 

grateful for its reliability and my intimate connection with it. I start a slow descent, down into a 

world of turbulence and conflict. I want to stay up in the light, with the stillness of the stars, 

hanging in the air, defying gravity, but I have a job to do.  
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I check the back bearing from the Burnham radio navigation beacon, near Slough, to give 

me a track towards London. The fuel quantity needles are showing less than one quarter full on 

the main tanks. Forty-five minutes flying remaining - plenty. A fragile serenity has descended on 

the little aeroplane heading its way towards the big city. I am high above the rest of humanity, on 

top of the world. Below and remote, a spread of lights hints at the existence of other human 

beings; otherwise I am alone. I feel as if I’m in a dream; watching a film. 

I’m focused, controlling my every action with robotic efficiency, guiding my hand 

movements with immaculate precision. The sound of the engines is receding into the 

background, the real world drifting out of my reach. I gaze forward, eyes unblinking. Dawn is 

breaking, and a watery grey light is spreading across the upper sky; a delicate mist is shrouding 

the hills and radio masts. Towns and villages are stirring into life, with the slumbering 

metropolis beyond grinding itself into action, its clutter moving towards me. I’m aware of both 

the instrument panel and the outside view in a single scan. The combination of the slowly 

changing panorama and the drone of the engines is hypnotic and trancelike. Being airborne is 

such a privilege. 

I can see the silvery twists of the river now, and the thousands of homes, office blocks, and 

roads around it, unseen people oblivious to my solitary journey. I turn left at the London Eye, my 

marker for the run in. It’s light enough for me to see the Mall and the daylight is improving. 

Fatigue is creeping up on me, but there’s not long to go. I feel at peace now, soothed by the 

rumble of the engines, steady and strong. I’m doing a hundred and fifty miles per hour and can 

see the occasional car head and taillights. It’s only a matter of seconds before I reach 

Buckingham Palace. The Victoria Memorial is in sight. A gentle left bank will avoid it as I head 

for the dark outline of the windows. The Palace looms in front of me, a huge manmade monolith 

of sculptured stone.  

I’ve fifteen or twenty seconds to think about death, but there’s nothing left in my mind, 

soul, or heart. I’m going to strike the Palace on the first floor, just to the left of the balcony. The 

aeroplane is set, and the only parts of my being that are functioning are my eyes, and tiny 

movements of my fingers on the control column. I don’t need a brain anymore, just an end. 

There’s nothing else to do. I level the wings and apply full power. As the image on the screen 

disintegrates, I close the lid of the laptop, put away my script, and go back to bed. 


