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I’d just played the perfect pass to a striker, and they’d scored a brilliant goal from it. My team-mates were mobbing me, and the massive crowd in the stadium were chanting my name. One hundred thousand people all shouted, “Bobby! Bobby!”

But then my teacher’s voice broke into my daydream. “Bobby, do you know the answer?”

Mrs Richardson was teaching us Maths, and I don’t really get Maths. It’s like the numbers get all mixed up in my head. I have to focus really hard in order to understand, but just now I’d been away in a world of my own.

Next to me, Maisie and Bella giggled.

“Bobby was dreaming again,” whispered Maisie.

“Weird,” Bella replied.

“Not weird,” said Maisie. “Just boy. They’re a special kind of creature.”

Mrs Richardson was not impressed.

“Maisie! Bella!” she warned. “Would you like to spend lunch-time on litter patrol?”

“No, Miss,” Maisie replied.

“Then stop whispering and pay attention,” Mrs Richardson told her.

She looked towards me and smiled. “Dreaming again, Bobby?” she asked.

“Yes, Miss,” I said. “Sorry.”

“Was it football again?” Mrs Richardson added.

“Er, yes, Miss,” I told her. “Still sorry …”

“There’s more to life than football, Bobby,” she said.

I love football – and I do mean love. I wake up thinking about it, and I think about it all day long. When I’m falling asleep, I dream about scoring the winning goal in a Champions League Final. Or the FA Cup. Or the Premier League. I don’t care which competition – it’s just a dream. The only thing that matters is the shirt I’m wearing. Liverpool FC.

My grandad loves football too, and he laughs at me when I tell him about my latest dreams of glory. But I don’t call him “Grandad”. I’m a Sikh, and my family speak both English and Punjabi. I call my grandad Nana-ji, because that’s the Punjabi word. Your grandad on your mother’s side is your nana. And your grandad on your dad’s side is your baba. Adding ji shows respect for them.

Sikh boys don’t cut their hair, so mine is really long. My parents tie it up for me, into a bun. Then it’s covered in fabric. The cover is called a patka – and I’m really proud of mine. It’s a sign of courage and strength, and faith too. As an adult, Nana-ji has a turban and a beard, and he prays twice a day. But he says that when he was younger, he was less respectable – a troublemaker.

*

After school that day, Nana-ji came to me in my bedroom. He lives with me and Mum, which is another reason why we’re really close. My dad left when I was a baby, so Nana-ji helps look after me.

“Bobby?” he called from the door.

“Come in, Nana-ji,” I said.

He came and sat down on my bed. Nana-ji looked at my walls, which were covered in Liverpool FC posters. “Did I ever tell you about my first City game?” he asked.

I smiled and rolled my eyes. “Only five or six thousand times,” I replied.

“You cheeky so-and-so!” he said, grinning at me.

Nana-ji is a massive City fan and was one of the first British Asian fans to attend City games. That was a long time ago, but he has lots of stories to tell, and he tells them a lot!

I pointed at the “Anfield Road” sign above my door. “But who cares about City?”

“Support your local team, son!” Nana-ji replied. “I should tell your mum off. She should never have let you go supporting Liverpool.”

“City are OK, sometimes,” I told him. “Mostly rubbish though.”
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Nana-ji poked my leg. “Leave it out, son,” he warned, but I knew it was a joke.

“Did you play a lot of football when you were young, as well as watch City?” I asked.

“Yep!” he said excitedly. “Three times a week – for the school team, a Saturday League and a Sunday league, plus training. And we played in break-time at school every day. That was my life back then – football, reggae music, my mates …”

“But you weren’t a practising Sikh back then, were you?” I said to him.

“No, I wasn’t,” he replied. “I had long curly hair and was a rascal. I changed too.”

“Why did you change?” I asked.

“I grew up,” Nana-ji said. “Got married to your grandmother, had kids, bought a house. Going out became less important. And I started to learn more about Sikhism.”

“Do you miss her?” I asked.

“Your grandmother?” he said. “Every single day, Bobby. She was a good sort.”

My grandmother died before I was born, but I’ve heard loads of stories about how lovely she was. I often feel sad that I didn’t get to meet her.

“How come you don’t play football now?” I asked. “Like, with other bald old men?”

Nana-ji grinned again.

“I can’t run any more,” he said, and his expression became glum.

“Sorry,” I said, feeling guilty for making him sad.

Nana-ji shook his head. “It’s OK,” he told me. “Don’t feel bad for asking. It’s just one of those things, kid.”

“I wish you could play again.”

“Me too,” he said. “But not with these old knees. Nowadays, I’m happy just to watch. And I still have my reggae music.”

Reggae is Nana-ji’s other big passion. He loves the music and has loads of old vinyl records, and cassettes too.

He said goodnight, hugged me and left.

I fell asleep dreaming of what my grandparents were like as youngsters. And football, of course. Always football …
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My school is called Wigby Primary School, and I play for the football team. I also play for our local Saturday league team, Wigby FC Juniors, and we practise every Wednesday evening.

That Wednesday, I was freezing as I stood on the pitch, and my hands felt numb. We were doing a warm-up routine, but it wasn’t making me any warmer.

“Time to get the footballs out!” said our coach, Byron.

We had five groups of three players. My group included my best friend, Thiágo, and another friend from school, Albie. Each of us had to dribble the ball between the cones, turn back and pass the ball on. Me and Thiágo were good, but Albie was amazing. The ball seemed to stick to his feet. He was the shortest player in the team, but he was fast and strong. People struggled to tackle him during games.

Once the drills were over, we played short five-a-side games, and the winners got to stay on. My group was always desperate to stay unbeaten. But this week, we only played three mini-games before we lost.

“You should have passed to me!” Thiágo told Albie.

“But I was sure I could score,” Albie replied.

“Now we’re going to get cold again,” I said.

I began to jog on the spot and pulled my sleeves over my hands. Behind us, a group of adults stood chatting and watching. An older man, who looked about the age of Nana-ji, smiled as he watched. I wondered if he was the grandad of one of the other players.

After training, I went to meet Mum at the community centre she runs, which is next door to the park. The main hall had been lined with tables, ready for the regular weekly food bank. There was all sorts – tins of tomatoes and soup, and vegetables, toothpaste and toothbrushes, bread, flour, eggs. It was like a mini-supermarket, only everything was free.

Mum smiled when she saw me. “Come and join us,” she said.

I walked over and dumped my bag under the table she was standing behind.

“You can help if you like,” said Mum. “Or shall I take you home?”

“I’ll stay,” I told her. “I’m not tired.”

I spent the next hour helping sort out the tins and packets of food. Just as we were about to close, the older man who had been watching us play football shuffled over. He was tall, with a grey beard and pale brown eyes. He looked lost and was frowning.

“Can I …?” he said, pointing to the flour.

“Yeah,” I said. “Please do.”

He put a bag of flour into an old cloth bag. It had a logo on it that read “Two Tone Records” above black-and-white squares.

“You were watching the football earlier,” I added.

The man glared at me. “So what?” he replied. “Free country, isn’t it?”

He had a Caribbean accent.

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t being rude
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