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About the Book

HARD enough?

BEN’s struggling to be accepted as one of the lads. Can he toughen up his act?

LEE wants to make his own decisions – but just ends up in deep trouble. And now Ben’s targeted him . . .

It’s a question of BOTTLE!

A riveting novel of challenge and confrontation set amongst the lads in a soccer youth training group at City FC – home of the HAWKS.


BAD BOYS

The Second Hawks Novel
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FOR LAWRENCE –
SOUTH LONDON BOYS RULE OK


This above all – to thine own self be true,

And it must follow, as the night the day,

Thou canst not then be false to any man . . .

William Shakespeare

I am what I am.

            Popeye


PROLOGUE

A tall, sandy-haired man stands before the long, low building at Hawks’ Nest, the City FC training ground, hands in the pockets of his coach jacket. It’s a late afternoon in November, light fading fast, needles of rain in the cold, sharp wind that cuts across the two pitches, the trees beyond rustling and swishing with a sound like the sea. In a couple of hours the first few cars will be arriving in the car park, boys getting out with kitbags and going in to get changed, their dads waiting outside.

The man they call the gaffer turns and enters the building, walks past open doors, switches on lights. He pauses by a changing room, glimpses a lone red and black sock lying in the middle of the floor. He scoops it up, drops it in the lost property basket in the corner near the whiteboard he uses for outlining tactical plans, set pieces. The gaffer looks at the 4-4-2 formation he sketched there a few days ago. The lads in the under-14 squad are doing OK, he feels. They’re talented boys, most of them trying their best – with the odd exception. But he knows the going gets tougher from here on . . . much tougher. And when it does, thinks the gaffer – Jimmy Shepherd, City FC’s Youth Coach – we’ll soon find out what they’re really made of . . .


ONE

LEE POWELL STRODE along the darkening, rain-wet street towards his house, his heavy school bag bumping on his hip, his hoodie soaked from the long wait at the bus stop. His usual bus had been cancelled, and he was a lot later than normal – which was a real pain, he thought, glancing at his watch.

When he and Carl had spoken on the phone the day before, Lee had said he would get to Carl’s house by five o’clock, and it was almost quarter-to already. At this rate, they’d probably just have time to get a game loaded on Carl’s new computer, then Lee would have to leave, come home for his tea.

Lee put on a spurt, reached his gate, dug his key out of a pocket, opened the front door. He went inside, kicked the door shut behind him, took the stairs two at a time. His mum came out of the kitchen and into the hall and stood looking at him.

‘Oh, good, it’s you,’ she said, smiling. ‘I was starting to worry.’

‘Can’t stop!’ Lee yelled from the landing. ‘Be down in a minute!’

He went into his room, dumped his bag on the bed, tugged his hoodie over his head and dropped it in a wet heap on the rug. He stripped off his uniform, put on an England shirt, jeans, trainers, his City jacket. Then he rummaged through the games piled beside his computer, searching for Project Nemesis, the one he’d promised Carl he’d bring with him.

It was ages since he’d seen Carl, Lee thought. They’d been best mates in junior school, football their common interest, the pair of them playing in the school team and for Athletico Brockley, the Sunday side Carl’s dad ran. So even though they’d ended up at different secondary schools, they’d hung out together at training and on Sundays. Until Lee was signed by City, that is.

A City scout had spotted Lee near the end of the previous season, when Lee and Carl had still been Year Eights. Lee had played in a trial match, been offered a place in the City youth squad, had started there this September. But he’d had to give up playing for Athletico Brockley, and a full schedule of City sessions and games – plus loads of homework – meant he had hardly seen his friend. Carl was a good mate, too, Lee thought, always a laugh, not at all jealous that Lee had made it into a premiership club’s youth squad.

Lee found the right computer game at last. He stuffed it in his pocket, dashed out of his room, bounded down the stairs, yelled, ‘See you later, Mum!’ over his shoulder – and stopped. The front door was opening, Lee’s dad coming in.

‘All right, son?’ he said, smiling at Lee, closing the door. Lee’s father, who was a builder, had his own small firm, and made sure he finished work early Tuesdays and Thursdays so he could take Lee to the City training sessions. He was average height, and slim, his dark hair cropped close to his skull, his angular face falling naturally into a serious expression. As it did now, his smile rapidly fading. ‘Hold on a second,’ he said. ‘Where are you going?’

‘Er . . . just round to Carl’s,’ said Lee, trying to edge past, his dad blocking him. ‘He got a new computer for his birthday last week, and I promised—’

‘Come on, Lee, you know you don’t have time for all that,’ said his dad, taking off his donkey jacket, revealing an old green City away shirt and dirty work jeans. He walked down the hall to hang the jacket in the cupboard under the stairs. ‘You have to eat your tea, get your kit sorted out,’ he said, ‘and we need to be on the road to Hawks’ Nest by six at the latest.’

‘It’ll be OK,’ said Lee, facing his father down the length of the hall. ‘I packed my kitbag last night so I’d be ready. And I can eat fast.’

‘Now you’re just being daft,’ said his dad. Lee felt his cheeks burning. His father looked round at Lee’s mum. She had come out of the kitchen again and was wiping her hands on a tea towel. ‘Did you know about this?’ Dad asked.

‘It’s the first I’ve heard of it,’ said Mum, a pretty woman wearing an apron over jeans and a black V-necked top, her dark hair cut short. She worked for a bank, three days a week. Lee’s sister Kim was a couple of years older than him, and people said Lee and Kim were a good mixture of their mum and dad, both dark and looking a lot like each other.

‘Well, it’s not on, is it?’ said Dad. ‘I can see it now, I’ll be sat waiting for him to come home, then we’ll get stuck in traffic. He has to be on that pitch by seven. It’s no good him being late. Jimmy Shepherd won’t have it.’

‘And I certainly don’t want him gobbling his food,’ said Mum. ‘He needs to eat slowly, let his meal go down before he starts all that running around.’

‘Hello? I am still here, you know,’ muttered Lee. He hated it when his parents talked about him as if he weren’t there, or as if he were a toddler and didn’t understand what they were saying. ‘I swear I’ll be back to eat my tea, and for us to get to Hawks’ Nest in time,’ he said as calmly as he could, trying to be patient, knowing the seconds were ticking away. ‘I just want—’

‘You can forget it, Lee,’ said his dad, ‘and that’s that, end of story. You have to take this City thing seriously,’ he added, in full-on give-the-lad-a-lecture mode, wagging his finger. ‘We signed an agreement, and you’ve got to stick to the rules. This isn’t some rinky-dink Sunday team. This is the real thing, the professionals. Anyway, what are we having, love? Smells great.’

Lee opened his mouth to argue, realized there was no point, closed it again. He turned on his heel, stomped upstairs. ‘Tea will be ready in . . .’ he heard his mum shout after him, but Lee slammed his bedroom door, blotting out the rest of what she said. He took off his City jacket, threw it down on the floor and slumped at his desk, feeling the anger boil up inside him.

He was so fed up with adults telling him what to do. He was fourteen, for Christ’s sake! He could easily have been back in time, he’d worked it all out. But would his mum and dad listen to him? Of course they wouldn’t. If things carried on like this he wouldn’t see Carl this side of Christmas.

And he was taking City seriously. He loved football, had been over the moon when City had come in for him. He wouldn’t screw it up for the world. Mind you, Lee thought, he was continually being ordered around in that part of his life too, the gaffer giving him endless instructions at training sessions, before matches, during them, afterwards. And Dad was there too, more than happy to add his comments to the gaffer’s. Lee and his father had always been close up to now, Dad helping him with his football. But since Lee had joined City, he thought his dad had been bang out of order.

Lee’s anger grew when he remembered he hadn’t even been allowed to choose what position he played. Dad had automatically put full-back on the City form, and the gaffer had accepted it without question. Lee knew he was a pretty good full-back – but it wasn’t much fun, was it? Maybe he should switch to a more creative position, he thought, something like midfield . . .

‘Yeah, why not?’ Lee said to himself suddenly, sitting up. Full-back was dead predictable, mostly covering and tackling and making sure you didn’t get caught square. You had much more freedom in midfield, he thought, a vision popping into his head of him hitting inch-perfect cross-field balls, drilling superb passes into the channels, splitting defences wide open . . .

He went downstairs and called Carl, told him he couldn’t come. Carl was OK about it, said they could do it another time, but Lee could hear the disappointment in his friend’s voice. Then Lee’s mum said tea was ready, and Lee sat at the table in the dining room, his dad putting his meal in front of him, the usual pre-training plateful of spaghetti with meat sauce.

‘Where’s Kim?’ Dad asked, sitting down opposite Lee with his own meal.

‘Her dance class,’ said Mum from the kitchen. ‘I’ll eat with her later.’

Lee and his dad ate in silence, the only sounds his mum tidying up in the kitchen, the chink of cutlery on plates. Lee finished, put down his fork.

‘I’m going to have a word with the gaffer tonight,’ he said quietly.

‘What about?’ asked Dad, putting down his fork too, looking at him.

‘I want to switch positions, play midfield,’ Lee said, meeting his gaze.

‘I don’t believe this,’ his father said, pushing his plate away. ‘What’s got into you recently, Lee? You’re a born full-back. You won’t get anywhere if you start chopping and changing just for the sake of it.’

‘It should be up to me where I play, shouldn’t it?’ Lee muttered.

‘No, Lee, it shouldn’t,’ his dad snapped. ‘Not at your age, anyway.’

‘That’s it,’ Lee snarled, pushing back his chair, jarring the table.

‘Hey, calm down, boys,’ said Mum, coming in. ‘It’s beginning to sound like an episode of EastEnders in here.’ She paused, and they both looked at her. ‘There can’t be any harm in talking to Mr Shepherd, Doug,’ she said. ‘He’s a good coach. He’ll make sure Lee doesn’t do the wrong thing.’

Nice one, Mum, Lee thought. His dad took a deep breath, let it out slowly.

‘Well . . . OK,’ he said grudgingly, and Lee relaxed. Dad folded his arms, leaned back, stared hard at his son. ‘But I still think it’s a mistake,’ he said.

We’ll see about that, Dad, Lee thought. We’ll see . . .


TWO

‘COME ON,’ BEN STARKEY murmured. The rain had eased, and he was standing at the bus stop near the main gates of his school, his eyes fixed on the corner of the dark, wet street, hoping the next car to appear would be his mother’s.

But it wasn’t, and neither was the next one, nor the one after that.

Ben shivered and glanced at his watch, its green digital display clear in the damp gloom. He had been waiting there for nearly twenty minutes. This is getting ridiculous, he thought, his anxiety level rising. Where was she?

Training sessions at Hawks’ Nest always started promptly at seven, and Ben didn’t even want to think about being late. It was past six, and it took a quarter of an hour to drive home, five minutes to change his clothes, half an hour to reach Hawks’ Nest. If his mother turned up now, Ben thought, right this second, then they might still have a chance of making it in time.

But another ten minutes crawled by, and Ben started to panic. Then he spotted his mother’s silver Golf. She pulled in sharply at the kerb, a bus close behind her, the driver crossly flashing his lights. Ben opened the Golf’s door and jumped in. He shoved his kitbag – he’d had games that morning – and rucksack onto the back seat, quickly did up his seatbelt.

‘Sorry,’ said his mother as they moved off, a streetlamp lighting her pale face through the windscreen, her blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. She was a department head at a local college, and Ben’s father was an executive in an engineering company. Ben was stocky and dark, like his father, and his two little sisters were small, one dark and one fair. ‘My meeting ran late,’ Ben’s mother said, ‘and the traffic near the college was absolutely awful . . .’

‘It’s OK,’ Ben murmured. He wanted his mother to just shut up and drive, willed her to put her foot down, hammer it, do the journey home in record time. Ben wished they lived closer to his school, wished he didn’t have to wait forty-five minutes after school for his piano lesson at 4.30, wished he could give the piano up, wished his mother and father weren’t always so busy.

At least the lights ahead were green, he thought, expecting his mother to turn left and head home. But she didn’t, and drove straight on. ‘Hey, wait a second,’ Ben called out, taken by surprise. ‘You’ve gone the wrong way!’

‘What do you mean?’ said his mother, puzzled. ‘This should bring us to the bypass without getting stuck in those roadworks on the High Street.’

‘But . . . but aren’t we going home first?’ Ben asked, horrified.

‘There’s no need,’ said his mother. ‘You’ve got your things, haven’t you? We’ll never make it to Crow’s Nest by seven if we stop at the house first.’

‘It’s Hawks’ Nest,’ Ben hissed angrily. ‘And I have to get changed.’

‘Surely you can do that when you get there,’ said his mother, even more confused, glancing at him quickly. ‘There must be somewhere to change.’

‘I don’t mean into my kit,’ said Ben. ‘I mean out of my uniform.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said his mother. ‘Well, it can’t be helped now, I’m afraid,’ she added in the brisk tone of voice she used when she wanted to put an end to a particular line of debate. ‘Anyway, how did your piano lesson go?’

Ben paused for a second, exasperated, getting his feelings under control. ‘Fine,’ he said, and his mother asked him something else, but he only grunted, so she gave up talking to him and concentrated on the road instead. This was the first time she’d taken him to Hawks’ Nest, and Ben knew she wasn’t sure of the route. He could have directed her, but he had other things on his mind. Like how he was going to survive at training tonight . . .

Ben had been surprised when his PE teacher had put him up for a trial with City FC. Rugby was the main sport at Ben’s school, soccer something they only played occasionally. But Ben loved football, had played the game whenever he could, felt deep down that he might even be pretty good. So he’d grabbed his chance, played his best at the trial, been offered a place. And to start with, it had all gone even better than he’d hoped. He’d done more than OK in the training sessions, enjoyed all the exercises and drills, knew he’d performed well as a midfielder in the games, felt he was learning continually. But then he’d begun to realize there was a problem, something that might make life at City FC very difficult, perhaps even impossible.

It was simple. He just didn’t seem to fit in. He wasn’t – what was that phrase he’d heard somebody use early on? – one of the lads. Most of the boys in the under-14 squad seemed to enjoy laughing at him, and positively relished making fun of the way he spoke. It was getting worse all the time, too. Letting slip that he went to a private school hadn’t helped much, either. Several other boys went to private schools, but they got away with it because they didn’t sound ‘posh’ like Ben, making sure they talked like the rest of the squad. At any rate, Ben had decided to keep quiet about his school from then on, had sworn he’d never turn up at training in his school uniform.

And now, thanks to his mother, he was about to do exactly that.

Ben glanced down at his chest, the seatbelt tight across his old-fashioned black raincoat, the kind the boys at his school had to wear during the winter months. The raincoat was bad enough, but under that was his school blazer, a tomato-red nightmare with yellow piping on the edges of the lapels and side pockets, the chest pocket sporting an intricate crest and a Latin motto. The crunch would come in the changing room, Ben thought, when he’d have to take off his raincoat, reveal the blazer and his red and yellow, striped school tie. Maybe he could get the raincoat and blazer off together, hang them up quickly. Maybe he could remove them in the car park when they arrived, ask his mother to take them home . . . Ben brought himself up short.

Who was he kidding? His mother would almost certainly make him keep them on, and he’d never be able to conceal them in the changing room.

So he was in for a rough time, he realized. The prospect made him feel sick – and suddenly Ben decided he didn’t want things to be this way any more. He knew he couldn’t talk to Mr Shepherd about it, though. If the boys in the squad discovered he had, Ben guessed it would only make the situation worse. And he certainly couldn’t get his parents involved.

No, this was something he would have to deal with himself. It was either that, or give up his place at City – which was simply out of the question. A life without football, without playing for City, wouldn’t be worth living.

‘Ben?’ said his mother
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