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To Bethany





ONE


Action


SOMETIMES I THOUGHT IT WAS ME AND GERRY AGAINST the world – other times I knew it was.


Soccer brought us together – literally. Gerry McEvilly was chasing his ball the day he cannoned into me in Walton Hall Park. The collision led to a game. Dad and son, Ryans against McEvillys. We lost 2 – 1. That was six years ago. Since then Gerry and I have been inseparable. We’ve had loads of nicknames over the years: Tom and Jerry, Batman and Robin, Tonto and the Lone Ranger. None of them stuck, but the idea did. We were a Gang of Two – three if you count the football we were forever knocking around – and no matter what we would stick together.


Sure, we had our moments. Who doesn’t? When we were five I knocked out a couple of his teeth with the garden swing. When we were seven he gave me a black eye with a Mutant Turtle. None of it made any difference. We were mates, and by the time we reached Year Six we were the school team’s twin strikers. I was built like an anorexic pipe cleaner so I went for the high balls. Gerry was shorter but tough and wiry with a blistering turn of speed. Apart we could be dangerous. Together we were dynamite.


We proved it one showery April evening after school. Goof had arranged a training session down at the Sports Centre.


‘If we want to put English Martyrs on the map,’ he told us, ‘then we’ve got to work at it.’


‘What does he mean we?’ Gerry grumbled.


‘For goodness’ sake,’ Goof complained as we split into two teams, ‘can’t you two play on opposite sides just for once?’


The answer was no.


Goof gave in as usual and we did the business – as usual. I scored twice. Gerry got his hat trick.


‘OK lads,’ said Goof peeling off his track suit jacket. ‘Let’s see if we can even things up a bit.’


‘That’s not fair, Mr Scarry,’ said Tony Crawford. ‘That’s six onto five and you’re a grown up.’


Not just a grown up, he was also a teacher and the coach of the school team, so late tackles were out.


‘Well?’ Gerry asked.


‘Well what?’ I answered. ‘We’ll still thrash them.’


Gerry grinned. ‘Of course we will.’


It wasn’t quite that easy, but we did eventually get the better of them. I side-stepped Goof’s clumsy challenge and rolled the ball to Gerry. He winked and gleefully tapped it home. The second goal was also down to me and Ger. This time Gerry beat Goof and Neil Delaney. I hit his pass on the volley.


‘Good strike,’ said Goof.


‘Good strike,’ echoed a voice. It was mocking, really sarcastic. I looked up.


‘Bride Lane,’ I murmured.


‘That’s all we need,’ grumbled Phil Smith. ‘Whitewashed twice by Chip and Dale here, then they turn up.’


There was no love lost between English Martyrs and Bride Lane. The two schools were less than half a mile apart and both drew kids from the giant North City estate, but you wouldn’t know we had anything in common. At least once a week they would turn up in force at our school gates, making us run the gauntlet to get home.


‘Well, what have we here?’ called their leader. ‘I didn’t know you could train chimps to play football.’


The bad blood between the two schools went back as far as anybody could remember. My mum once tried to explain how it all started but I think it was just a few bullies who wanted somebody to hate. The Bride Lane gang’s main mouth was Graham Skinner. He was older than us and went to North City Comp. As a school it made a good war zone.


‘Why don’t you come out to play?’ he called.


That was the signal for the Bride Lane boys to start shaking and booting the high wire fence that surrounded the five-a-side pitch.


‘Hey,’ Goof shouted. ‘Give over!’


It was the turn of Graham’s kid brother Danny to say his piece.


‘Make us,’ he taunted, tugging at the fence with all his might. ‘Go on slaphead, make us.’


The word slaphead set Goof’s teeth on edge. He was very sensitive about his bald patch.


‘Clear off!’ yelled Gerry, moving towards the fence. Neil Delaney had been ready to have a go himself, but to everyone’s suprise Gerry beat him to it.


‘Don’t rise to it, Ger,’ I whispered. ‘That’s what they want.’


I didn’t know what had got into Gerry lately. Like me, he’d always steered well clear of the gangs.


‘Shut it,’ warned Danny Skinner. ‘We can easily find out where you live.’


‘Yeah yeah,’ said Neil. ‘You’ve got us shaking in our boots.’


‘Stop it, Neil,’ said Goof. ‘And you, Gerry. I’ll have a word with the Sports Centre staff.’


When he returned a few seconds later with two track-suited members of staff, the Bride Lane kids were already retreating across the playing field.


‘We’ll be seeing you,’ shouted Danny Skinner. ‘Soon.’


‘Not if I see you first,’ retorted Gerry.


‘Knock it off, will you?’ I complained. ‘I’ve got to walk home with you, remember. Do you want to get us done over?’


‘I can handle it,’ said Gerry.


‘Handle it?’ I sneered. ‘I’d like to see you handle Graham Skinner.’


We were interrupted by Goof.


‘That was none too bright, Gerry,’ he told him. ‘I expect better from the team captain.’


‘They asked for it,’ said Gerry sullenly.


‘Maybe so,’ said Goof, self-consciously stroking his bald patch. ‘But you’ve got to learn to rise above that sort of nonsense. I’ve seen too many good lads from round here slide into trouble. You can do better, Gerry.’


Gerry gave Goof a cool stare. What had got into him? He was usually so easy-going.


‘Anyway,’ sighed Goof, ‘bright and early tomorrow lads. A good performance against Northfield and we’re in the semi-finals.’


Neil Delaney shook his head. We didn’t need reminding.


Everybody was really fired up for the game. We were convinced the Inter-School trophy had our name on it.


‘You did well there, Gerry,’ said Neil as we turned right out of the Sports Centre and walked home across the park. ‘I always thought you were teacher’s pet. I didn’t know you had it in you.’


I glanced at the sallow, crop-haired eleven-year-old beside me. I didn’t like him – never had. He was always in trouble for one thing or another – fighting usually. Everybody on North City knew the Delaneys, and not for their charitable works either. They and the Skinners had coined the market in bullying, vandalism and downright rottenness. What’s more, the two families had been carrying on a vendetta since the year dot.


‘It’s just a pity that fence kept us apart,’ said Gerry. ‘I don’t know who Danny Skinner thinks he is.’


I knew exactly who Danny Skinner thought he was – a cross between Arnold Schwarzenegger and Attila the Hun, and his older brother Graham was worse!


‘I tell you what, Gerry,’ said Neil quietly. ‘If you want action stick with me and you’ll get it.’


‘How do you mean?’ asked Gerry.


‘You’ll see,’ said Neil, tapping the side of his nose with his forefinger. ‘You’ll see.’





TWO


A tale of two houses


‘WHAT’S GOT INTO YOU?’ I DEMANDED AS WE LEFT Neil at the top of his street.


‘You what?’ asked Gerry.


‘You,’ I replied. ‘It’s bad enough shouting the odds at Bride Lane, but what are you doing listening to Neil Delaney? I thought you had more sense.’


‘Then you thought wrong,’ said Gerry. ‘Anyway, have you finished moaning yet?’


‘I’m not moaning,’ I protested. ‘I just . . .’


With a loud snort of impatience Gerry marched ahead through a swirl of wind-tossed litter. I finally decided to leave well alone. There was no talking to him that evening. It was something I’d noticed recently. He was up and down like a yo-yo. You never knew when he’d lose his temper over the slightest thing.


‘Got any plans?’ he asked as we reached his front gate.


I shook my head. ‘Nothing special,’ I told him. ‘We could go over to ours. I’ve got a new game.’


‘What’s it called?’


‘Star Raiders,’ I told him. ‘Have you got it?’


‘No.’


I waited at the front door while Gerry dropped off his sports kit. He only lived ten minutes walk from my house but there was a world of difference between the two sides of the estate. Down this end – the frontline between Martyrs and Bride Lane territory – there were boarded-up, graffiti-marked houses in nearly every road and dogs were roaming everywhere.


By then it had begun to rain steadily. Under the massing clouds, the skyline was dominated by two tower blocks that were being cleared of tenants ready for demolition. People talked knowingly of what went on in the stairwells. I wouldn’t say North City was tough, but even the pit bulls went round in pairs.


‘Do you want to come in for a minute?’ asked Gerry.


I followed him into the living-room.


‘Hello, Mr McEvilly,’ I said, seeing Gerry’s dad sitting in front of the television watching the soccer preview.


‘Hello John,’ he grunted.


I could hardly believe the change in him over the last couple of months. He used to be really funny, and always had a story to tell. The moment you walked in the house he would switch off the TV and ask you about things: how the team was doing, what my dad was getting up to, how the twins were, that sort of thing. Not any more. His eyes didn’t even leave the screen. My dad said it all started when the work on the building sites dried up.


‘Can I go to John’s?’ Gerry asked.


‘Ask your mum,’ said his dad.


‘Mum,’ Gerry called up the stairs. ‘Can I go to John’s?’


‘What are you pestering me for?’ shouted Gerry’s mum. ‘I’ve got Susie and Kieran in the bath. Ask your dad.’


Gerry rolled his eyes. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We won’t get any sense out of them tonight.’


As we closed the living-room door I could hear Mrs McEvilly yelling at Susie and Kieran.


‘Is it always like that?’ I asked.


‘No,’ said Gerry. ‘You caught them in a good mood.’


I knew it was meant as a joke but Gerry wasn’t laughing.


‘Hang on,’ I murmured as we reached the street corner.


‘What’s up?’


‘Can’t you see?’ I nodded in the direction of Graham and Danny Skinner. They were hanging around a burned-out car with their mates.


‘I bet they came looking for us,’ said Gerry. ‘This isn’t Bride Lane territory. Follow me. We’ll go round the back way.’


He led me through the overgrown garden of a boarded-up house at the end of his Close and through a hole in the fence. Skirting the rubbish-strewn brook which ran along the back of the houses, we reached the Salvation Army car park and cut through onto the main road.


‘This rain’s getting heavier,’ I said.


‘You won’t shrink, you know,’ said Gerry.


I pulled my hood up. I didn’t care what Gerry said, I didn’t like getting wet. Wet’s for ducks.


‘Raining, is it?’ asked Dad when he answered the door.


‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s just a rumour.’


‘So I suppose you want to come in?’


‘We wouldn’t mind.’


‘What are the bricks for anyway?’ I asked, pointing to the pile on the front path.


‘I’m going to build a barbecue,’ said Dad.


‘You?’


‘Yes, me.’


I shook my head. Somehow Dad and DIY didn’t mix.


‘In you come then,’ said Dad, ‘but slip your trainers off first. Your mum will go mad if you walk a load of mud in.’


We sat down and pulled off our shoes. As I hung up my new coat, I glanced at Gerry. He was completely drenched. The shoulders of his thin cotton jacket were stained dark with the downpour, and his hair was plastered to his head. His trainers squelched as he removed them. Even at the best of times Gerry was to fashion what egg and chips is to Cordon Bleu cookery. But today he looked even more tatty than usual. You wouldn’t think those clothes dressed English Martyrs’ – and probably Liverpool schools’ – best player.
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