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Rough Diamonds

THE SQUAD

Darren ‘Daz’ Kemble (goalkeeper)

Joey Bannen (defence and substitute goalkeeper)

Anthony ‘Ant’ Glover (defence)

Jimmy Mintoe (defence)

John O’Hara (midfield)

Jamie Moore (midfield)

Kevin ‘Guv’ McGovern (midfield and captain)

Bashir Gulaid (midfield)

Pete ‘Ratso’ Ratcliffe (midfield)

Dave Lafferty (striker)

Gordon Jones (defence)

Liam Savage (striker)

Conor Savage (striker)

Chris Power (substitute)

Dougie Long (substitute)

Manager: Ronnie Mintoe


PART ONE

Hard Knocks


One

Kev McGovern stole an uneasy glance at the touch-line, his fifth in as many minutes. The dark, wiry man in the leather jacket was making him distinctly uneasy. What was Dad doing there? The doting father he wasn’t. Watching his son playing Sunday morning football had never been high in the priorities of Tony McGovern. Wheeling, dealing, strong-arming maybe; but fatherhood – never. The only time Dad showed was when he was after something.

‘Guv!’

At the sound of his nickname, Kev spun round on his heels. He spotted the danger immediately. The Sefton Dynamoes’ winger, Alan Cross, was tearing down the left flank with real purpose. Skipping over Joey Bannen’s despairing tackle, he weighed up his options. With nobody in the box to aim at, Cross turned infield and went at Ant Glover. It was a good move. In most situations Ant was a rock solid defender, but one-on-one a player with pace could turn him. Kev took it all in at a glance and sprinted back to help his disintegrating defence, all thoughts of Dad at the back of his mind.

‘Cover the runner into the box,’ he shouted to the advancing Chris Power. ‘I’ve got Cross.’

Alerted to Kev’s approach, Cross hesitated. There wasn’t a player in the league who didn’t know about Kev McGovern’s tackling. A split second was all Kev needed. Gritting his teeth, he stuck out a boot and drove the ball against Cross’s shins. It bounced off his opponent and ran out of play.

‘Ref,’ Kev roared. ‘Diamonds’ throw.’

Seeing the ref’s arm raised in his favour, he grinned broadly.

‘Yes.’

A couple of yards away, Cross was hobbling away from the tackle. The sight gave Kev even more satisfaction than the throw-in. What better than taking the ball and the man?

After a cruncher like that, there weren’t many kids who fancied a repeat performance, and Cross certainly looked wary.

‘Make a run for me somebody,’ Joey was complaining as he took the throw. Kev was the first to respond. He always was. He had strong ideas about his role as team captain. Lead by example: first into the tackle, last to give up the cause. That’s why they called him the Guv’nor. Bringing the ball down, he turned neatly and flicked it on to Liam Savage ahead of him.

‘Return ball,’ he shouted excitedly, surging past a puffing Dynamoes’ defender.

Liam didn’t let him down, rolling the ball neatly into his path. But Kev was under pressure from the charging Dynamoes’ keeper. He had to pick his spot in the blink of an eyelid. It was all he needed. He would savour this moment later. It was sheer perfection. He didn’t rush his shot. He didn’t smash it. He simply adjusted his feet and stroked it under the keeper’s body and into the net.

‘Iceman!’ declared Ratso admiringly.

‘Good finish, Guv,’ said Liam.

‘Nice assist,’ Kev answered. He was in a generous mood.

Five minutes into the second half, the Diamonds had broken the deadlock. The relief showed on his team-mates’ faces. Anything short of a win, and they could kiss the South Sefton Junior League title goodbye. If the Diamonds made the slightest mistake, the leaders Longmoor Celtic would be all but uncatchable. Their second consecutive title. Kev’s goal might just keep the Rough Diamonds in the hunt.

‘Right, lads,’ Kev urged, stabbing both index fingers at his forehead. ‘Concentrate. It’s only a one-goal lead. Don’t get carried away.’

They’d got carried away too often this season. Sometimes it was a vendetta with the opposition. Usually it was stupid personal rivalries within the team.

The Diamonds could be their own worst enemies. No time for that now. It was time to stay focused. It didn’t need to be pretty. They just had to grind out a result.

‘Kev, Kev,’ came a voice behind him.

Dad. He was giving the thumbs up. Kev smiled weakly. What was he after?

‘Cracking goal, son. Keep it up.’

Kev didn’t so much as look in his old feller’s direction. Best to blot him out completely.

‘Hey Kev, did you hear me?’

Kev kept his face turned. It was hard. He wanted nothing more than Dad’s approval. But how many times had Dad lifted his hopes, only to dash them again? Like when he got a name torching buildings and busting lips for a living. Like when he did a vanishing act for four whole years, leaving Mum to keep the family together. Like when he finally re-surfaced only to team up with local villain Lee Ramage. Together Dad and Ramage constituted a two-man crime wave.

‘What’s he doing here?’ asked Bashir, the Diamonds’ winger.

He had good cause to be worried. Bashir’s dad had a shop on South Parade, right next door to the distinctly iffy taxi firm Kev’s dad ran with Ramage.

‘Dunno, Bash lad,’ Kev replied, doing his best to sound unfazed. ‘Let’s get on with the game, eh?’

Bashir got on with it the best way he knew, by cutting through the Dynamoes’ defence like a buzz saw. His cross only narrowly evaded Liam Savage’s twin brother Conor.

‘Time to turn up the heat,’ Kev told his troops.

‘They’re there for the taking.’

Midway through the half, the Diamonds were doing everything but score. Liam and Conor both went close and Kev rattled the woodwork with a searing shot from ten yards out.

‘This is just too easy,’ smirked Conor.

‘You can cut that out,’ said Kev. ‘You’re never safe at one-nil.’

Conor shook his head.

‘And where are this lot going to get an equalizer from?’

An own goal, that’s where. Disaster struck when the Dynamoes’ Phil Martin booted the ball hopefully out of defence. The speculative punt bounced over the head of Chris Power playing centre back for the Diamonds and found Alan Cross. It was the first foray he’d made into the danger area since Kev’s tackle. This time he wriggled free of his marker and had the space and time to measure his pass. Cross whipped the ball in low, finding the heel of the unfortunate Joey Bannen. Completely wrong-footed by the cruel deflection, Daz Kemble in goal could only watch as the ball spun over the line.

One-one.

It was a goal that knocked the stuffing out of the Diamonds. For the next ten minutes they were hanging on by their fingernails as the rejuvenated Dynamoes swept forward. Suddenly it was all hands to the pumps as the Diamonds’ forwards came back to assist the defence. Kev was the rock on which wave after wave of attacks broke. He was at the centre of half a dozen goalmouth scrambles, clearing his lines with his boot, his head, even his knee.

‘Ronnie,’ he appealed after yet another frenetic melee in the Diamonds’ box. ‘We’ve got to ring the changes here. A draw’s no good to us.’

He didn’t even mention the other D-word. Defeat was something he didn’t dare contemplate.

‘I’m one step ahead of you,’ said Ronnie, nodding in the direction of Jamie Moore and Gordon Jones warming up on the touch-line.

Catching the ref’s attention, Ronnie pulled off Joey Bannen and John O’Hara. By the time Jamie and Gord had arrived on the pitch, Kev had begun reorganizing his beleaguered troops.

‘Chris, Ant, Gord,’ he ordered. ‘You make a back three. Ratso, me and you will play a holding role in midfield. Jimmy, Jamie and Bashir, it’s your job to squeeze up the play and give the twins some support. We’re letting the Dynamoes come on to us. We’ve got to push up as a unit.’

‘You sure this is wise?’ asked Ratso. ‘We’ll be leaving ourselves wide open.’

‘There’s no point playing safe now,’ said Kev. ‘All the other top sides are winning their games. Anything short of the three points and we’re out of the chase.’

Kev’s dire warning did the trick. The news about the other title-contenders ran through the team like an electric shock. The Diamonds were soon putting together their first real attacking moves since early in the half. It was five games since Jamie’s last appearance and he was hungry for success. Teaming up with Jimmy Mintoe and Conor, Jamie was part of a three-pronged assault on the Dynamoes’ right flank. His chance to put himself back in contention for a place in the Diamonds’ starting line-up came within minutes. A hasty clearance fell to Jamie’s feet on the touch-line. Looking up, he spotted Bashir lurking unmarked on the far side of the pitch. Jamie’s crossfield pass completely threw the defence.

‘Bash, Bash,’ yelled Liam. ‘First-time ball.’

Bashir struck it on the half-volley. Liam had only to get a touch and it would be in the net. He made no mistake.

Two-one.

‘You did well,’ Kev told Bashir. ‘That wasn’t an easy ball.’

Bashir smiled, but only after he’d glared pointedly at Kev’s dad.

‘He’s still there.’

Kev grimaced.

‘I know. I didn’t invite him. Honest. I just wish he’d leave me alone.’

‘Then tell him,’ said Bashir.

‘It isn’t that easy,’ said Kev.

Bashir shook his head. Over the last year he’d had enough excuses from Kev to wallpaper his bedroom.

‘It is, you know.’

The Diamonds regained possession right from the kick-off and surged back into attack. Kev could feel the confidence draining out of the opposition. They were like lambs to the slaughter. Taking advantage of a poor punch out by the keeper, Kev threaded the ball through a knot of defenders. It found Jamie, leaving him with the easiest of chances.

Three-one.

Right on full-time Bashir joined the roll of honour, scrambling home a corner from close range.

Four-one.

‘What’s this, Bash?’ said Kev. ‘Winger turned goal-poacher. You’ve made my day.’

‘You could make mine,’ said Bashir, stubbornly refusing to be sidetracked. ‘Tell your dad to leave us alone. He’s no good. He’s the one who smashed up our shop. I know it, and so do you. I don’t understand you. After everything he’s done, how can you even speak to him?’

‘You can’t argue with that,’ said Jamie. ‘Dad or no dad, he’s brought you nothing but grief. Steer clear, Kev.’

Kev turned away. They were right. He knew they were right. But since when did that matter? Stuff right and wrong. Nobody can control their feelings and so what that his dad was as crooked as an eleven-pence piece? He loved him the way an eagle loves the sky.

‘Let’s get on with the game,’ he told them guiltily.

At the final whistle the Diamonds crowded round Kev.

‘Great win,’ said Ant.

‘Think we’ve made up any ground on the leaders?’ asked Gord.

‘No such luck,’ said Ratso, recalling Kev’s earlier remark. ‘With a few minutes to go all the others were winning.’

Kev gave a broad grin.

‘Now what makes you say that, Rats?’

Ratso stared at him.

‘But you told me . . .’

‘Now how would I know the score, Rats?’ asked Kev. ‘I’ve been in the thick of the game, just like you.’ He patted his shirt and shorts. ‘Nowhere to keep a mobile phone is there?’

The penny dropped.

‘You crafty beggar, Guv, you made it up. You only said it to make us try harder.’

Kev grinned. ‘Exactly.’

‘So how did the top teams do?’ asked Daz Kemble.

‘Good point,’ said Kev.

‘I’m on my way,’ said Ratso. Without further ado, the Diamonds’ in-house statistician raced off to find out. He returned two minutes later.

‘What do you want first?’ he asked. ‘The good news or the bad news?’

‘Bad news,’ said John O’Hara, ever the doom and gloom merchant.

‘The bad news,’ Ratso announced, ‘is that Ajax and the Liver Bird drew.’

‘That’s the bad news!’ cried Kev. ‘So what’s the good news?’

Ratso’s face almost cracked with pleasure.

‘Only that Longmoor lost. One-nil to St Bede’s.’

The news sent the Diamonds into hysterics, punching the air and elbowing each other gleefully. They’d closed the gap at the top to just four points. But as the celebrations subsided, Kev heard a familiar – and unwelcome – voice.

‘Kev lad,’ said Dad. ‘Can I have a word?’

Kev exchanged glances with Bashir and Jamie.

‘OK, Dad,’ he said, barely able to look his mates in the eye. ‘Give me a minute to change into my trainers.’


Two

With his boots hanging laced together round his neck Kev followed Dad from the playing field to the litter-strewn car park. Like a condemned man, he thought, and Dad was his gallows.

‘That mate of yours doesn’t like me much, does he?’ Dad asked, glancing across at the Diamonds still chatting on the pitch.

‘Which one?’

‘The black lad, of course, that Gulaid feller’s kid. He was giving me the eye all through the match.’

Kev shrugged.

‘Honestly, Dad, is it any wonder? You’ve been trying to put the frighteners on Mr Gulaid ever since he got the shop on the Parade. It’s a wonder Bashir talks to me at all.’

‘It isn’t personal against old Gooly,’ said Dad. ‘He takes a bit too much interest in Lee and I, that’s all. The coppers have been sniffing round again. Where do you think they’re getting their information?’

‘Well, not from Mr Gulaid,’ said Kev. ‘He just wants to be left alone. Besides, you wouldn’t have anything to worry about if you kept it legitimate.’

‘Now hang on a minute,’ said Dad. ‘I’ll have you know the taxis are all above board. You don’t have too high an opinion of your old man, do you?’

Kev shrugged. What exactly did Dad expect him to be proud of? The punch-ups, the dealing, the arson?

‘That might have something to do with your track record.’

‘Ouch,’ said Dad. ‘I suppose I asked for that. Ashamed of me, are you?’

Kev looked away. How did he answer that one? Mum definitely was, and the rest of the family hated him. After a long silence, Kev managed a mumbled reply.

‘Sometimes . . . All that trouble over the shop . . . You know.’

‘Sure lad, I know. But I’ve got to make a crust, haven’t I? It’s not like I left school with a pocketful of certificates.’

He clenched his fists.

‘These are my qualifications.’

Kev remembered all the times he’d punched his own way out of trouble. Who was he to look down his nose at Dad? After all, they were cut from the same cloth.

‘Anyway,’ he said, I don’t think you dragged me over here to sell me a hard-luck story. What gives?’

Dad grinned.

‘Can’t pull the wool over your eyes, can I, Kev? It’s Jack Dougan.’

Kev’s face dropped. One disaster can be an accident, but two has to be more than bad luck. Not only was his dad a villain, but his mum had started going out with a copper! Mum’s Mr Plod was a sensitive issue with Dad, of course. She’d met him on a girls’ night out, only to discover he was a detective sergeant and knew Dad very well indeed.

Despite everything Dad had done, somewhere inside Kev still thought he and Mum ought to be together. Stupid, fancy a hard-bitten kid like him believing in Happy Families.

‘Is she still seeing him?’ asked Dad.

‘Dunno. He hasn’t been round lately.’

‘So there isn’t much to tell?’

Kev frowned.

‘You already know all this. I was there when you had the big stand-up row with him. What are you after, Dad?’

Dad ran a hand over his short, stubbly hair.

‘Dougan’s mustard. A keen copper, and that’s the worst sort. He’d love to put me inside. He’s the one who’s been turning up the heat. I just want to know who I’m dealing with.’

Kev snorted.

‘You mean you want something to use against him. Look, Dad, you know exactly who you’re dealing with. If you want to know about Mum and this Dougan feller, you’ll have to ask them. Leave me out of it.’

‘Whoa’, said Dad, catching Kev by the arm. ‘I just want to know if they’re serious, or anything. Me and Carol were married for twelve years. Still are, come to think of it, at least until the divorce comes through.’

‘So you’re just looking after her welfare?’ sneered Kev.

He’d been through all this before, so often he’d even picked up Mum’s way of talking.

‘Yes,’ said Dad, a half-smile playing on his thin lips. ‘Something like that.’

After a moment, ‘Kev?’

‘Yes?’

‘You don’t like this Dougan, do you?’

Kev reacted angrily.

‘Behave, he’s a copper.’

Dad laughed.

‘Just wondering. You don’t seem too keen to spill the beans, that’s all.’

‘There are no beans to spill. I hardly know him. I’m not even sure Mum means to see him again.’

It was a lie. Kev wasn’t stupid, and in the short time they’d known each other Mum and Dougan seemed to have become pretty serious. Dad wasn’t stupid either. He knew when somebody was lying to him.

‘Anyway,’ said Kev. ‘Is that it? Here are my mates.’

Jamie and Bashir were approaching.

‘Sure,’ said Dad. ‘I’ll let you go now.’

Kev made as if to join Jamie and Bashir.

‘Oh, one thing,’ said Dad. ‘I hope your Mum knows what she’s letting herself in for.’

Kev stopped dead in his tracks.

‘Meaning?’

‘Coppers and villains’ wives. Definitely frowned upon that is. I wonder if Dougan’s heard of consorting with criminals?’

Kev looked at Dad. He was unsure what he was getting at.

‘Let’s put it this way, Kev. Jack Dougan could get himself in hot water if he hangs around Carol much longer. He might even get the sack, if I’m not mistaken. Now, we wouldn’t want that, would we? Shame to spoil such a promising career.’

Leaving the comment to sink in, Dad headed for his car. Kev stared after him. You might be my dad, he thought, but sometimes you really give me the creeps.


Three

I wish life was like a football season. Put it this way, no matter how sticky things get, on the last day all the questions are answered, all the loose ends are tied up. You get what you deserve, and if you’re champions there’s no argument. You’re the best. The trouble is, life isn’t like that. I don’t deserve a dad who clears off without a word, or a mum who knocks around with his worst enemy. You can’t spend your whole life paying for what your parents do. It isn’t fair.

At least on the football field I can make a difference. I can take a game by the scruff of the neck and control it. That’s what makes me the Guv’nor. Last summer I’d made things go my way for once. I’d transformed the Diamonds from scrape-the-barrel no-hopers to future title contenders. I’ve even led us to a trophy, the Challenge Cup. I really fancied us as League and Cup double winners this season. But, like I said, life isn’t like that. We started the season well, then we hit a rough patch. First, our defence of the Cup ended in disaster when we went out to our arch rivals, the Liver Bird. Then we slid down the table. Even when we stopped the rot we were still trailing the leaders by four points with only four games to go. Suddenly I’m staring a






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/9781444004113_oeb_001_r1.jpg
Orion
Children’s Books





OEBPS/9781444004113_msr_cvi_r1.jpg





