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1
Spot the Ball

‘I’VE WON! I’VE won!’

Andrew Weston tore at his younger brother’s bedclothes. ‘C’mon, wake up! I’ve won!’

‘Get off, you nutter. Leave me alone, it’s cold,’ Chris complained. He pulled the blankets back over his head, muffling his voice. ‘What’s all the screaming about? Won what?’

Andrew jumped on top of him. ‘The Spot the Ball competition, dumb head. That one on the back of the Corn Circles packet . . .’

He was suddenly turfed off the bed on to the floor with a heavy thump as Chris lurched back up into view, hair sticking up at crazy angles and eyes now wide open.

‘Are you sure? How do you know?’

Andrew waved a letter under Chris’s nose. ‘Been waiting for this for weeks. I knew I’d win. I worked it all out mathematically.’

‘Mathematically!’ Chris scoffed, remembering the picture on the cereal box of a goalmouth scramble. ‘You mean you just scrawled in a few crosses and hoped for the best.’

‘Rubbish! I drew loads of straight lines from players’ eyes and saw where they met. Got it so spot on, bet I punctured the ball!’

‘Hang on a minute!’ cried Chris, sitting bolt upright. ‘I put one of those crosses on too. Could have been mine that won.’

Andrew shook his head. ‘Nah! Yours was nowhere near. Anyway, it was me who made up the slogan they wanted as well.’

‘You didn’t tell me anything about that,’ Chris muttered, knowing full well that his brother was bursting to boast of it now. ‘Come on, then, what was it?’

‘Crunching Corn Circles every day helps me run rings round opponents,’ Andrew recited proudly. ‘Brill, eh?’

Chris groaned. ‘Sounds a bit corny to me.’

‘Quit whinging, will you, or I won’t pick you in my team.’

‘What team?’

Andrew sneered. ‘Here’s you claiming the prize and you don’t even know what it is.’

‘Well, I never bothered reading the packet. I didn’t think there was any chance of actually winning.’

‘You see, that’s the big difference between us, our kid. I always expect things to work out right and you just hope they won’t go wrong.’

Chris pulled a face at him but the effort was wasted. Andrew was busy studying a notebook he’d pulled off the shelf above his bed. ‘The prize, if you must know, is the chance to take part in a special soccer tournament. I’ve already got a wicked name for my team – The Vikings!’

Andrew grinned like an ape, hugely pleased with himself. ‘Geddit? Vikings were Danes, right, and since we live in the village of Danebridge . . .’

‘OK, OK, I get it,’ said Chris, trying to sound cool while his heart was racing. ‘So who’re going to be these so-called Vikings of yours?’

‘Ah, well. There’s Tim and Duggie of course – they’ve got to play. Then there’s your mate, Rakesh, he’s good, and Simon as goalie . . .’
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Chris dived out of bed. ‘Simon! What about me? I always play in goal.’

He snatched at the notebook to see the names but Andrew kept it out of reach. ‘That’s the trouble, I’m afraid, little brother. It’s only five-a-side, this tournament. I can’t pick everybody, you know . . .’

 ‘He’s just teasing you,’ Grandad said when a worried Chris blurted out the news later that morning. ‘You know what he’s like.’

‘But Andrew will want people his own age so he can win the trophy.’

‘Nonsense, my boy. They’re only a year or two older. It’s ability that matters most, and you’re a better keeper than his pal, Simon. Andrew knows that too, even if he may not admit it to your face.’

Chris brightened up. ‘Do you really think so, Grandad?’

‘You mark my words,’ Grandad chuckled. ‘What else did this precious letter of his say, anyway?’

‘Weekend tournaments are being organized for different age-groups all over the country after Christmas, and ours is sponsored by United. They’ll have their scouts there, talent spotting.’

Grandad whistled softly. ‘United! Andrew’s favourite team. I can see now why he’s got so excited. Still, that’s no excuse for him to . . .’

Just at that moment Grandad was interrupted by a familiar loud knock on the back door of his cottage.

‘Is Chris here, Grandad?’ Andrew called. ‘Me and the gang are just having a kickabout on the recky and we need someone to smash a few goals past. Simon’s too good.’

He came into the living room, ignoring his brother’s glare, and winked at Grandad in the rocking chair. ‘Chris told you all about the Fives? Magic, eh?’

‘Sounds marvellous. How many players will you need?’

 ‘Got to choose a squad of six, in case of injury or anything, but we’re still one short.’

‘Really? Got anybody in mind?’

Andrew pretended to think. ‘Well, I reckon we might need another goalie, just to be on the safe side. But he’ll have to come out and start practising pretty quick.’

‘Oh, I don’t think that will be too much of a problem,’ Grandad said, glancing at Chris who was beginning to smile for the first time.

‘Maybe not,’ Andrew agreed, trying to keep a straight face. ‘But there is something else that could prove a bit tricky.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Grandad.

‘Well, you see, we’ll be staying overnight on New Year’s Eve in a hostel near the city centre. The rules say we’ve got to have an adult to help look after us and act as team manager.’

Andrew paused and looked across the room. ‘Doubt whether anyone will be free then to do a vital job like that. Can you think of somebody suitable, Chris?’
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Both boys began to giggle and Grandad’s rocking chair suddenly stopped in mid-squeak.


2
V for Vikings

THE WHITE FOOTBALL zipped over Chris’s outstretched hand and smacked against the wall of the Danebridge village hall.

‘Goal!’ cried Tim Lawrence loudly.

Andrew turned the claim down. ‘Hit the bar. Doesn’t count.’

‘How do you know it hit the bar?’ Tim demanded, hands on hips like a teapot. ‘We haven’t got one.’

‘Well, would have done, then,’ Andrew insisted. ‘The goals will only be about head height in the Fives, you know.’

 ‘Depends whose head you’re talking about.’

‘Belt up and let’s get on with the game,’ John Duggan cut in.

‘Huh!’ Tim grunted. ‘You wouldn’t be saying that, Duggie, if you’d just scored.’

Duggie smirked. ‘Just because you’re losing,’ he chanted tunelessly to rub it in even more. ‘About 10–3, I reckon.’

‘Nothing like it. I can see why you always come bottom in Maths.’

If Tim hadn’t been the school soccer captain, Andrew guessed that Duggie’s reply to that remark might have been made with his fists. Even so, he decided they could all do with a break and went to slump on a bench at the side.

It was the start of the Christmas holidays and Grandad had booked the hall to let the Vikings get used to playing indoors. A few friends helped make up a couple of teams, but Chris and Rakesh were the only boys still of primary school age. They went off together for a drink of water while the others began discussing the tournament.

‘Can’t wait for it to start,’ Simon enthused. ‘Just think of all those people we’ll have watching us.’

‘And United’s scouts, remember,’ Andrew put in, as if any of them needed reminding. ‘We want to be on top form to catch their eye.’

‘What a weekend!’ breathed Tim. ‘New Year’s Eve as well and no parents or teachers around to stop us having a bit of fun – apart from your grandad of course.’

‘Oh, Grandad won’t mind. He likes a good joke himself.’

‘Look,’ Duggie said firmly. ‘I thought we were going there to try and win the trophy, not fool around.’

‘Sure,’ Andrew agreed, ‘but I intend to have a few laughs, too, while we’re away.’

‘OK, just so long as we take the football seriously – field a full-strength side every match, no favouritism.’

‘What are you getting at, Duggie? Are you saying my kid brother shouldn’t be in the team or something?’

‘No, course not. Just that Simon here is older.’

‘So’s Grandad,’ Andrew said flatly, staring hard at his pal. ‘But that doesn’t mean to say he’s going to play!’

Grandad reappeared at that point, preventing any possible argument. ‘Oh, I see,’ he smiled. ‘I nip out to make a phone call and come back to find you all loafing about. Fine way to practise, that is.’
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‘Sorry, Grandad. Just talking tactics. What did he say?’

Grandad’s face fell. ‘Bad news, I’m afraid, boys. Mr Jones won’t let me borrow the school minibus to drive you to the tournament.’

‘What!’ Andrew exclaimed. ‘How are we going to get there now?’

Even though they had left Danebridge primary school in the summer, they’d still hoped the headmaster would let them use the bus for something special like this.

Duggie could hardly believe it. ‘After all the times we played our hearts out for his school in the past. The rotten old . . .’

Grandad cut him off. ‘Relax! Before you say anything you might regret, Duggie, it’s only my little jest. The good news is that Mr Jones has kindly offered to take us himself.’

The footballers cheered, but then a nasty thought suddenly crossed Andrew’s mind. ‘Er, he’s not planning to stay overnight with us in the hostel as well, is he?’

Grandad chuckled. ‘He’s not that mad! He knows what you lot might try and get up to.’

The holidays seemed to pass very slowly for the Vikings. Not even Christmas itself and the first winter snowfall distracted them for long, and when they did finally set off on the Saturday morning, it was still snowing.

‘Hope it doesn’t get any worse,’ Mr Jones said, peering up at the snow-laden sky as he drove carefully along the slushy country roads. ‘Much more of this and I might have to cancel my return journey home today.’

Fortunately, by the time they reached the city two hours later, the weather had improved and he dropped them off right outside the hostel. ‘Good luck, lads,’ he said. ‘Sorry I can’t stop to watch you play, but I’ll be back tomorrow to cheer you on then. Enjoy yourselves.’

‘We will, thanks,’ Andrew called out, waving him off in relief and adding cheekily under his breath, ‘especially now that you’ve gone.’

Grandad led the players through the front door and into the main lounge, where soccer strips of every colour and design were displayed on tables, ready to be collected by the teams based at the hostel.

Andrew held up a snazzy red shirt for the others to admire. ‘This is ours,’ he said proudly. ‘It’s my own idea that I gave to the cereal company. I wanted it to be a surprise.’
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‘Wicked!’ cried Rakesh. ‘It’s got a big white V on the front.’

‘Right, that’s V for Vikings.’

‘V for victory, you mean,’ Duggie stressed. ‘Fantastic!’

The free kit wasn’t the only treat in store. The sponsors had also reserved lanes for the footballers in the city’s ten-pin bowling centre that night, to be followed in the morning by a guided tour of United’s famous stadium.

For the moment, however, all the Vikings wanted to do was dash to their dormitory and try on their new gear. Reaching the second-floor room, they found it contained three bunk beds and it was Andrew, Tim and Duggie who won the scramble for the top berths.

‘We’ve made it!’ Tim cried, bouncing up and down to test the springs. ‘Never let myself believe it was really true till we actually got here.’

Rakesh was soon posing in his red outfit in front of the wardrobe mirror. ‘Which teams are in our group this afternoon?’ he asked.

‘Dunno, sorry,’ said Andrew, kneeling up on the bunk and rummaging around in his sports bag. ‘Grandad’s got all the details.’

Chris, below him, popped his head up over the rail. ‘Andrew?’ he whispered. ‘What’s Grandad said to you about me and Simon? Who’s first choice?’

Andrew grinned. ‘Don’t fret, our kid. You’ll see plenty of action this weekend. I’ve not brought you along just as a mascot. Speaking of which – watch out!’

He suddenly whipped something from his bag and rammed it on to his head, uttering a loud blood-curdling shriek. Chris lost his grip and fell backwards while everybody else whirled round in alarm.
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Andrew leapt down on to the floor and went straight into a crazy, whooping war dance.

‘Where on earth did you get that?’ Tim laughed, trying to keep out of Andrew’s way.

On the top of the captain’s head, slanting crookedly over his right eye, was a plastic Viking horned helmet.
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