 
1 Captain Chris

‘ME? CAPTAIN! WHY me?’

‘Because, Christopher, I happen to think you’re the right lad for the job,’ Mr Jones smiled.

Chris Weston wasn’t at all sure about that. He had simply been looking forward to playing in goal for Danebridge Primary School in the new soccer season. The last thing he had expected was to be captain.

‘But what about Luke Bradshaw and the others?’ Chris asked, still stunned. ‘Most of them are a year older than me.’

‘Age doesn’t come into it,’ the headmaster said. ‘I want a captain who can be trusted to set a proper example to his players on and off the field – somebody like you.’

Chris was thrilled but he feared that his surprise selection might not go down too well at first, especially with Luke. And he was right.
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‘A goalie’s no good as captain,’ Luke claimed loudly to a group of the footballers later that same day. ‘It should be the best player out on the pitch.’

‘And who’s that then?’ Rakesh Patel put in cheekily.

‘Me, of course!’ Luke boasted. ‘Who else? I’m gonna be our top scorer this season.’

‘So? That doesn’t prove anything,’ Rakesh argued.

‘Just watch it, Patel!’ Luke warned, putting his fist under Rakesh’s nose. ‘Anybody here will tell you I’m the best. Right, you lot?’

It was more of a threat than a request for support. Luke glared round at them fiercely and they did their duty by nodding.

‘And I should have been captain. Right?’ Again the nods. ‘Right! That Weston’s got it comin’ to him now for this. You wait. Stupid old Jonesy’s gone and made a big mistake pickin’ him.’

As Chris lay slumped on the hard ground of the goalmouth, well beaten for the fifth time in the match, he might easily have been tempted to agree.

The season had already begun badly with two defeats in a row and now they were heading for their third. And to make matters worse, he realized that Luke Bradshaw had come to stand over him and gloat.
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‘Oh, yeah, brilliant captain you are,’ Luke sneered. ‘What yer goin’ to do about this mess?’

Chris hauled himself heavily to his feet. Despite their age difference, he was nearly as tall as Luke and could look him straight in the face. ‘It might help if you came back to do your share of the work in defence for a change,’ he grumbled.

‘I’m a striker,’ Luke spat out. ‘I’m here to score goals, not stop ’em.’

‘So why don’t you go off and score a few for us then?’

‘Huh! I would do if you wallies ever got the ball over the halfway line to me.’

‘That’s not fair,’ Chris said, fed up with Luke’s constant taunting during the past fortnight. ‘We’re outnumbered every time they attack.’

Luke shrugged. ‘That’s your problem, Weston, not mine. You’re the one who’s supposed to be captain. Now if Jonesy had chose me in the first place . . .’

He left the rest unsaid as Mr Jones, the referee, trotted towards them. ‘The game’s not over yet,’ he urged. ‘Keep shouting your teammates on, Chris. Don’t let them give up.’

Left alone as Luke went to kick off again, Chris grunted to himself. ‘Teammates, he calls them! I won’t have any mates left soon, if Bradshaw has his way.’

A voice close behind made him jump. ‘Cheer up, little brother. Not your fault. You had no chance with that shot.’

Chris swivelled round to see Andrew leaning on the goalpost, smirking. ‘How long have you been there?’

‘Just arrived. Grandad picked me up from school in the car,’ Andrew said. ‘Never knew he could drive so fast in that old banger of his. I guess he wanted to get back to watch you play as much as I did.’

Chris looked across to the touchline and spotted Grandad refilling his pipe. ‘I wondered where he was. He’s missed most of the game now, thanks to you being too lazy to catch the bus.’

‘Hasn’t missed much by the sound of it. 5–0, is it?’

‘5–1 actually, if you must know. Rakesh scored.’

Andrew laughed. ‘Danebridge are useless this year without all the old superstars like me. That guy was given a free shot at goal there. Now if I’d still been playing, he wouldn’t have smelt it . . .’

‘Belt up, will you!’ Chris hissed. ‘You’re putting me off. I don’t want to let any more in.’

He very nearly did straightaway. A centre from the left was only partly cleared and he was forced to make two good saves, one after the other. Chris booted the ball a long way upfield to relieve his frustrations, half-wishing he could do the same to Luke’s head.

‘Well stopped, our kid!’ Andrew praised him, ignoring his younger brother’s bad mood. ‘You show ’em you mean to make a fight of it.’

Chris pulled a face. He knew the real fight he had on his hands was more how to cope with Luke Bradshaw’s spoiling everything by his efforts to bully the team into turning against their own captain.

His goal was peppered with shots right up till the final whistle and nobody was more pleased to hear it blow than Chris. When he started to give their opponents three cheers, however, he wasn’t surprised to get only a weak response and he slunk sadly over to the touchline.

‘Oh, dear,’ Grandad said, seeing the boy’s face. ‘Don’t take it to heart, Chris. You tried your best.’

‘Not good enough, though, was it? I mean, I can’t go charging around all over the pitch sorting things out like other captains can.’

‘Your team really would be in trouble if their goalie went berserk like that!’ Grandad chuckled. ‘Anyway, it’s not necessary. You get on and do it your own way.’

‘I wish I could, but . . .’ Chris checked himself before blurting out anything to Grandad about Luke, ‘. . . but it’s just not the same without Andrew and the rest we had last season.’

‘You shouldn’t say that. They’re all in the past now. Give it time. You’ll see. I’m sure things will work out fine in the end.’

‘I hope you’re right, Grandad, but how long’s that going to take?’

As Chris trailed off to the wooden changing hut, Grandad stroked his moustache thoughtfully and sighed. ‘I don’t know, kids these days. Problems, problems . . .’

He wandered across to his stone cottage which stood at the side of the village recreation ground and paused at the back gate for a few minutes to finish smoking his pipe. All of a sudden he winced and rubbed his hand gently over his chest, puzzled at the painful twinge he’d just felt.

‘Ooh, spot of indigestion, I bet, all this rushing about,’ he wheezed, tucking his still-warm pipe into his jacket pocket. ‘Reckon it’s time to go and put my feet up with a cup of tea.’


2 Help!

‘UUGH!’

Chris’s breath was knocked out of him in a loud grunt as he dived down at Rakesh’s feet in the scramble around his goal. But he came up grinning and triumphant with the ball safely hugged to his chest.

‘Great stuff, little brother,’ Andrew called. ‘To me now.’

Chris hurled the ball away and sucked in another deep breath. ‘Phew! Just what I needed this, a good hard workout on the recky with all the old gang.’

‘All right for you maybe,’ Rakesh muttered. ‘I could have scored.’

Chris laughed. ‘Can’t let you do that or I’d never shut you up! Now clear off and stop goal-hanging.’

Rakesh Patel was one of the few members of the present primary school team allowed to join in the rough and tumble game the following Saturday afternoon. Mostly it was boys of Andrew’s age, now at Selworth Comprehensive, glad to be free of homework at the weekend and wanting to run off some surplus energy.

Rakesh loped away but was soon back again, jinking down the wing with the ball before curling over a high cross. Tim Lawrence, last season’s Danebridge captain, met it with a header just wide of Chris’s lunging hands.

‘Goal!’ Tim cried in delight.

‘Rubbish!’ Andrew retorted. ‘Post. Would have hit the post and gone wide.’

Since their posts were only a jumbled collection of coats, there was the usual lively argument as to whether or not the goal would count.

‘C’mon, let’s give it to them, Andrew,’ Chris said after fetching the ball from the hedge. We’re still winning.’

Andrew’s face clouded for a moment then lightened again. ‘Aw, all right, suppose so,’ he grinned. We’ll be generous – that’s 5–2 to us.’

‘4–2, you mean,’ Tim corrected him quickly. ‘That shot of yours was over the bar.’

‘What bar? It was well in.’

‘You must want your eyes tested,’ Tim said, shoving him playfully.

Chris smiled to himself. ‘Just like old times,’ he thought as he hoofed the ball back into play to get everyone moving again.

He glanced across to where a black and white border collie was snuffling around at the bottom of Grandad’s garden wall. ‘Keep an eye on Shoot, please, Grandad,’ Chris called out. ‘We don’t want him coming on the pitch.’

Grandad was supposed to be looking after their dog while they were playing, but he seemed more interested in watching the action than in checking what Shoot was up to. Pipe drooping from his mouth, Grandad made no effort to reply, and Chris was forced to turn his mind back on the game as Tim fed the ball cleverly through for John Duggan.

With people like the bruising Duggie on the loose, Chris had to have all his wits about him. Sprinting from his goal, he just won the race for the ball, pushing it to safety as they collided solidly and sprawled together on the grass.

The attacker’s quick temper might once have easily flared up at being blocked like that by the young keeper, but Chris had gradually earned his respect. ‘Next time, little Westy, I’ll get you back, you’ll see,’ Duggie grinned, helping Chris to his feet.

‘Don’t bet on it,’ Chris said, rubbing his arm, but when the next time did come, neither was given a chance to prove their point.

With Chris out of position after making another save, Duggie was about to slot the ball into the unguarded goal when, to his fury, it was suddenly whipped off his toes by an excited pitch invader.

‘Shoot!’ cried Chris.

‘I was just going to!’ Duggie yelled angrily. ‘He robbed me.’

‘I didn’t mean that,’ Chris shouted, equally upset. ‘Come here, Shoot. Leave it!’

But as the players began to chase around after him, Shoot kept on bopping the ball along with his head, barking madly.
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‘Hey! Stupid hound, get out of it,’ Duggie screamed. ‘You stopped me scoring.’

‘Can’t you control your dog?’ Tim demanded of Andrew. ‘He’s wrecking the game.’

‘Shoot! Come, Shoot!’ chorused both Andrew and Chris, but this only confused the animal even more as he scuttled from one to the other, jumping up at them.’

‘Send him off!’ Rakesh chuckled. ‘Show him the red card.’

‘Down, boy,’ said Andrew crossly. ‘What’s got into you?’

‘Where’s Grandad?’ Chris piped up, noticing his absence from the wall for the first time. ‘I didn’t see him go in.’

‘Well he has, and he’s let Shoot scarper,’ Tim complained. ‘Put him on the lead, will you, so we can get on with our soccer.’

The collie’s yelping was growing ever more desperate as he began to dash backwards and forwards between the cottage and the pitch. Every time one of the boys bent to grab his collar, he would twist about to shoot away again.

It was Rakesh who was the first to realize. ‘Hey, I think he’s trying to tell you something, Chris. The way he’s behaving, perhaps he wants you to follow him.’

Chris’s anger towards his disobedient dog vanished immediately and he felt his stomach churn over. A terrible thought suddenly hit him like a cold sponge. ‘Grandad! Where is he?’

When Chris began to run towards the cottage, wildly waving Andrew to join him, the game was abandoned and the other players either stood around or wandered after them out of curiosity.

Chris hurtled through the gate and his legs almost buckled beneath him at what he saw. Grandad had collapsed and was lying flat out on the ground behind the wall, his hands over his chest and his face screwed up in pain.

‘Grandad! What’s the matter?’ he cried, tears welling up as Shoot crouched by Grandad’s head to lick his ear. ‘Can you speak?’

To Chris’s utter relief, Grandad slowly opened his eyes. ‘Sorry, m’boy,’ he groaned. ‘Came
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