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About the Book

After a crashing fall, champion rider Phil Nicholas returns to racing, but though his body has healed, his mind has not. Flashbacks of his accident invade his dreams, rob him of his sleep – and freeze him in the saddle. 

While Phil is battling to overcome his fear, his weighing-room colleague Adrian Moore is viciously attacked after losing a race he should have won. It’s the start of a vendetta by someone determined to hurt those who break the rules of racing. If Phil wants to save the sport – and the woman he loves – it’s time for him to recover his nerve . . .
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    Prologue
  


  
    Keith woke up when the front door banged. For a moment he was relieved – his mother had come home. Then, as he listened to the heavy tread of a man’s boots on the floorboards of the hall, he realised it was Dad. The clump, clump sound was softened by the new lino in the kitchen – black-and-white check, Mum kept it spotless – but Keith was scared all the same. He didn’t know his father well – he’d been away for a long time. Mum had never said where he’d been but Keith knew, he’d heard things. And seven-year-old boys know what’s meant by ‘prison’.
  


  
    He lay still, listening to his father move around in the kitchen. The cottage was small and the walls were thin. Granny used to say that if you rolled a marble across the floor you’d scare the crows off the roof. That was before she had a row with Mum and stopped coming round. The row was about his father, Keith knew that. Granny and Dad didn’t get on.
  


  
    There was a rattling noise from downstairs and a clink of  glass on glass. His father was having a nip. Sometimes he called it a wee dram and other funny names – a docking doris, that was one. It was because he was Scotch. When Dad was in a merry mood he’d try and teach Keith Scotch words and Scotch songs. That was fun. When he’d first come home they’d done that a lot and Keith had learned all sorts of things. He could sing ‘The Bonny Banks of Loch Lomond’ and say the first verse of a poem called ‘To a Moose’, which was very hard. Maybe that was why Granny didn’t come to see them any more. She said she hated the Scotch and why didn’t Keith’s dad clear off back north? There were enough old soaks in Somerset already without importing drunks from Dumfries.
  


  
    ‘Susan!’
  


  
    Even upstairs, under the covers, Keith flinched. He wasn’t scared of adults just because they were bigger. He’d sworn at old Pinky Cook when he’d told him off for nicking strawberries, hadn’t he? But his father wasn’t just big and strong. When he was out of sorts he could be mean – nasty mean like he sometimes was with Mum. Then you wouldn’t want to face him on your own. You’d want someone meaner and nastier on your side. Like the Beast.
  


  
    ‘Where are you, woman? Come down here, you bloody whore!’
  


  
    Keith began to shake. He didn’t know what a ‘hoor’ was, but he knew it wasn’t nice. He hated it when his father got like this. There were two Dads. One was kind and funny and gave him lots of things. The other was . . . like this.
  


  
    ‘Susan – do I have to drag your arse out of bed?’
  


  
    He was coming upstairs. Thump, thump, thump. He was looking for Mum but she wasn’t here. She’d always been here before when he’d come home like this.
  


  
    The door across the corridor crashed back on its hinges.
  


  
    His father cursed, a string of bad words. It wasn’t the words that upset Keith, he knew them anyway. It was the way Dad said them. As if he hated Keith’s mum more than anyone in the world and he wanted to kill her.
  


  
    But she wasn’t there.
  


  
    Smash!
  


  
    Keith scurried deep beneath the blankets as light flooded his small room. But there was no place for him to hide.
  


  
    A hand like a shovel picked him out of bed and dragged him into the open.
  


  
    His father’s face was red and ugly. The wave of hair above his forehead that he flicked back with a comb was all flattened and skew-whiff. It looked funny. But Keith didn’t dare laugh.
  


  
    ‘Where is she?’
  


  
    He stared up at his dad, frozen with fear. He was like a little boy in a picture book, held captive by a giant.
  


  
    ‘Where is your two-faced, whoring, cheating mother?’
  


  
    Keith shook his head. He didn’t know.
  


  
    ‘Come with me.’
  


  
    The Beast wasn’t frightened of Dad. If his father yelled at the Beast like this and tried to push him around he’d be sorry.
  


  
    The big man dragged Keith by the arm into the next room, the one his parents shared. The bed was made and the bedside lamp lit. The room was as neat and tidy as usual.
  


  
    The man took hold of the counterpane and ripped the blankets from the bed. The sheets glowed in the pale lamplight.
  


  
    ‘Where is your mother?’
  


  
    ‘She’s not here,’ he blurted.
  


  
    ‘I can see that for myself, you wee fool. You’re lying for her, aren’t you?’
  


  
    ‘No!’
  


  
    He threw Keith upon the bed and ground his face into the sheet.
  


  
    ‘Smell that, son. Smell it!’
  


  
    The faint whisper of his mother’s scent filled his nostrils as his father pushed his head down into the mattress. Keith squirmed, his cheeks smarting.
  


  
    ‘You know what it is, don’t you? It’s the stink of a whore.’ Keith coughed and spluttered.
  


  
    ‘She’s whoring in another’s man’s bed and you’re lying for her.’
  


  
    Suddenly his father let him go. ‘Get up.’
  


  
    He dragged Keith back into his bedroom.
  


  
    When his father spoke this time his voice was soft.
  


  
    ‘I’m going to give you one more chance to tell me the truth.’
  


  
    Keith didn’t like it when Dad’s voice got small. Somehow things always got worse.
  


  
    ‘Put the mice on the table, son.’
  


  
    Keith’s mum had objected to pet mice but Keith had begged and begged. And when Dad had come home he’d supported Keith, said there was nothing wrong with a few  wee mice. That was when he’d taught Keith the Scotch poem, about the Moose. He’d even bought the mice for Keith, so it was out of Keith’s mum’s hands really.
  


  
    There were three, two white and one black. Keith had called them Gemmell, McNeill and Johnstone, after Scotch footballers, to please his dad.
  


  
    Keith put the cage on the table and watched as his father opened the door and took out Gemmell, the white one.
  


  
    ‘Now, think carefully. I want to know the truth. Where is your mother at the moment?’
  


  
    Keith stared at Gemmell, his white fur gleaming and his little pink nose twitching as he crawled up and over and through the hoops his father made out of his big sausage-shaped fingers.
  


  
    ‘Yes, son?’
  


  
    Keith thought hard. He didn’t know where she was. Sometimes she went out for a couple of hours after he’d gone to bed, but she said if he was worried he was to run next door to Mrs Shippam.
  


  
    ‘I dunno, Dad. Honest, I don’t.’
  


  
    His father stared at him, his eyes dark and gleaming.
  


  
    ‘Wrong answer,’ he said softly. ‘She’s lying on her back in another man’s bed and I want to know whose it is. Now just you watch.’
  


  
    But Keith didn’t want to watch. His father’s fingers were flexing round the mouse and gripping. Then his hands were moving apart, a piece of Gemmell in each of them. Its white body writhed and wriggled, its squeaks filling the small room.
  


  
    ‘There,’ the Scots voice purred. ‘Poor wee thing. That’s what happens when you don’t tell the truth.’
  


  
    His father tossed the bits on to the floor.
  


  
    ‘So – who’s she with, son?’
  


  
    Keith was silent. He couldn’t speak, even if he knew what to say. His eyes were fixed on the little corpse, the white now stained with red.
  


  
    ‘Let’s try again, shall we?’ said Dad softly, and he pulled another mouse from the cage.
  


  
    As the man destroyed his son’s pets, tears rolled down the boy’s face. But in his eyes burned the anger of the Beast.
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