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About the Book

Great save, Jelly-Belly!

Tubby Alex Jelley can only squeeze into Athletic’s team – and into the tight number thirteen shirt – as a substitute. But everyone is in for a big surprise – including Alex – when he discovers a hidden talent and becomes their new number one.

A sparkling football story from the author of Wicked Day! and Strike!


Keeper’s Ball

Rob Childs

Illustrated by Kate Sheppard
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Chapter One
 Lost Ball
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“GO AND PUT the corner flags in, Alex, while I fix the nets up.”

“OK, Dad . . .” Alex said, trying to keep the ball off the ground using just his weaker right foot, “three . . . four . . . in a minute . . .”

“Now, Alex. The other lads will be here soon.”

“Six . . . ohh—”
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Alex lost control and the ball bounced away from him. He gave a little shrug and trudged to the shed to collect the flag posts. It was his usual job once Dad had marked out the pitch with fresh white lines.
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He sometimes wondered why nobody else came to help get things ready before Athletic’s Sunday League home matches.

“We don’t mind, do we, son?” Dad would say. “Beats standing around in the cold, doing nothing.”

Alex felt like pointing out that they wouldn’t have to get to the park so early if they had nothing to do. He could stay in his warm bed a bit longer.
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He stuck two posts in place and then set off for the far end of the pitch. He dribbled the ball along, head down, doing a running commentary:
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“. . . and here’s young Alex Jelley on the wing – he beats one man, beats another – they can’t stop him . . .”

The ball was suddenly whipped away off his toes.

“That’s stopped you!” laughed Louis. “You should look where you’re going, Jelly-Belly.”

Alex pulled a face. He didn’t like people making fun of his name – and his shape.
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“Can I have my ball back?” he asked.

 “You’ll have to get it off us first,” Ben grinned, swapping passes with Louis.

Alex didn’t bother. He knew he didn’t stand a chance. They were the team’s best players. He was lucky even to get picked as one of the subs.

“Hey! Smart ball, this,” Louis cried, flicking it up into his hands for a closer look. “We could use it in the match.”
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“Come on, Alex, hurry up!” Dad called out. “You can have a kickabout with your mates when you’ve got all those posts set up.”

“Yeah, get on with it, Jelly-Belly,” Louis chuckled. “Just leave the ball with us.”


Chapter Two
 Unlucky?
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“HERE’S YOUR CHANCE, son,” said Dad, tossing Alex a faded green shirt. “The manager’s picked you as one of the subs.”

Alex caught the shirt and wasn’t surprised to see the number thirteen on the back. He wondered if it was the manager’s little joke. He’d only played twice for Athletic and both times he’d had this same shirt.

“Unlucky for some,” he heard Ben snigger from the corner of the changing hut.
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“Yeah, unlucky for us, if Jelly-Belly has to come on,” muttered Louis. “He’s only in the squad because his dad does all the work for the club.”
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Alex ignored them and tugged the shirt over his head. It seemed to have shrunk in the wash since last time he’d worn it. It was even more of a tight fit than before and there was now a hole under one of the arms.
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As the players left the hut, Alex found the other substitute, Rafiq, by his side. “Looks like you’ve lost that new ball of yours,” said Rafiq, seeing the manager toss it to the referee. “I thought it was a birthday present.”

“Yes, it was, but Louis wanted to play with it.”

Rafiq nodded in sympathy. He knew full well that what Louis wanted, Louis got. Louis was the team captain – and his dad was the manager.

[image: Image Missing]

“Watch the game, son,” said Alex’s dad, taking up his usual position on the touchline with a flag. “You never know when we might need you to come on.”
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Alex guessed that it would not be very soon, if at all. When the match kicked off, he and Rafiq began practising together away from the pitch with a spare ball.
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“You go in goal and I’ll take shots at you,” said Rafiq.

Alex went to stand between a couple of trees near the hut. “Score three goals and then we swap places.”

“OK,” Rafiq agreed. “Just as long as you don’t let any in on purpose.”

Alex grinned. “As if I would!”

And he didn’t.
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Rafiq beat him with his second effort, but it must have taken him at least another ten goes before he managed to score again.
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Rafiq collapsed to the ground in relief. “I didn’t know you were so good in goal,” he cried. “You’ve stopped all my best shots.”
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“I’m not sure if that’s my goalkeeping or your shooting,” Alex laughed.

By half time, Alex had thrown himself about so much that he had more dirt on his kit than any of the players in the match.
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“Look at the state of you!” his dad exclaimed. “What on earth have you been doing?”
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“Playing in goal,” he said simply. “What’s the score?”

“Two each. You should know that. I told you to watch.”

Alex gave a shrug. “Got bored.”

“The manager needs to see that you’re keen,” Dad said grumpily. “Stay close to him in the second half.”

Rafiq was the first sub to join the action. He was sent on when Athletic fell 3–2 behind and he soon supplied the pass for Ben to equalize.
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There were just five minutes to go, however, when Alex was called upon, and that was only because of an injury to the left-back. Nobody else was left-footed.
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“Just boot it away if the ball comes anywhere near you,” the manager told him. “Don’t try anything clever.”

Alex only had two touches of his ball – and neither of them were very clever.

His first touch was a big hoof upfield that sailed out of play for a throw-in.
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The second was a deflection off his knee that skidded past his own goalkeeper, David, into the net. An own goal!
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There was no time for Athletic to equalize again. They lost 4–3.

Alex didn’t expect anyone to speak to him after the game, but he was wrong. Louis, Ben and David all had plenty to say!
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