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“I used to think the worst thing in life was to end up all alone. It’s not. The worst thing in life is ending up with people that make you feel alone.”


— Robin Williams





“Shoot!”


— Football fans around the world




Content Warnings




I want my novels to be a safe space for everyone. Look after yourself and be kind.




In this novel, the main characters deal with depression, anxiety, and mild homophobia.




The Warm Up




The First Half




Preseason




Kyle







The coach has been talking to my parents for a really long time. It must be important because my dad keeps waving his arms about like he’s a windmill. My coach has his arms folded, and even though I can’t hear what he’s saying, I think it’s bad news.

“Hey, Kyle, great passing again today!” AJ says, full of joy, as always.

“You’re always in the right place, that’s why.” I fist bump my best friend. We've been friends for as long as I can remember. And we’ve been the star strikers at our football club for about the same amount of time. We might only be twelve, but we have already been compared to some of the best finishers in history in our age bracket and among our friends.

I guess that’s what scoring thirty goals a season and almost as many assists will get you. I think it’s just down to playing with your best friend and always knowing where the other person is.

“Wanna come back to my place after and play Xbox?”

“Sure,” I say, like we have any other plans. It’s our ritual. I’m not superstitious, but I think we are great at what we do because we have a perfectly rehearsed routine. We always go to his house because it’s a lot bigger and cleaner. And he has all the newest games. His parents are way nicer too, they have the decency to not argue in front of us…if they ever do.

“Kyle. Let’s go!” my dad yells from across the pitch. God, he’s so embarrassing.

“I’m going to AJ’s. I’ll be back home later.”

“Not tonight, you’re not.”

“But, Dad. I always go to his place after a game,” I protest.

My dad closes the distance between us, and he has this look in his eyes that I don’t like. “Not tonight you’re not. You’re coming home. We have things to discuss.”

My heart sinks. Whenever he says that, it means trouble. He said the same thing when I dressed up as Winifred Sanderson from Hocus Pocus last Halloween. Boys shouldn’t be in makeup and dresses. Especially footballers. And he said a very similar thing when he found me with eyeliner on a few weeks back. That day, I thought he was going to beat me and make me confess I was gay, so I ran to AJ’s house and didn’t return until the next day, making sure the eyeliner was off my face, of course. I haven’t dared to explore anything like it since.

I wave to AJ and jump into the car, slamming the door behind me and burying my head in my hands.

“We have things to discuss,” my dad repeats once he buckles himself up. I let out a groan.

“What is there to discuss?” I attempt to ask stubbornly.

“Not here. At home. Over dinner.”

Oh, this is serious then. I rack my brain wondering what it could be about, worrying if I’ve left anything too gay lying around my room.

The only thing I can think of is that I left my CD of The Greatest Showman on my desk. And I know, who listens to CDs these days? Well, me. I do. I like the sound quality you get from older media. I would prefer a vinyl player, but they’re too expensive. My CD player is a relic from the nineties. It was my mum’s. It’s even got a tape deck, which I use to play old rock albums. My mind starts racing again. Did I leave more damning evidence? In the changing room? Did my dad tell the coach about that one time I wore pink boots? He immediately told me to take them off, and then he returned them to the shop. I never saw that pocket money again, but then a bigger memory rises; our goalkeeper, Craig, is also gay. And also very closeted. A few weeks back, when we were the first to arrive, we made up this stupid competition. If I could score five goals past him, he had to kiss me. As a joke, of course. At least, that’s how I played it off.

The thing is, he let all five goals in. Once the last one went in, he strode up to me and smacked his lips onto mine and then walked off with a smile on his face, and left me feeling like I was floating on clouds. I look forward to it each time we play the game. Luckily, we have been playing that game ever since.

We thought we were so clever. Only playing it while we were sure no one else was around. Quite clearly that isn’t the case, or my dad wouldn't have spoken to my coach today.

The whole car ride home, my heart beats quicker than when I’m on the football field. I rub my sweaty palms on my shorts, but that doesn't seem to help.
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“Get yourself cleaned up and then come straight down. I’m giving you twenty minutes. If you’re not down in those twenty minutes, you will be dragged downstairs. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Dad,” I say with all seriousness. I sassed him back once and got a clip around the ear. Another time, I took twenty-three minutes to get ready, and he came upstairs while I was performing a shower concert to West End show tunes. He flushed the toilet, thus making the water freezing cold. Dad has this strange thing about time and punctuality and rules. He says it’s for my own good.

Nineteen minutes later, I’m back downstairs and sitting at the dining table opposite Mum, who looks—oh no, she looks sad. Dad has his back to me, plating up dinner: a side of salad and chicken breast for me and a sports drink. I thank him, and he takes a seat next to Mum. Not the biggest of meals but we’re not the richest of families. One day though, one day, I’m going to make it right by them. Pay them back for all the effort they’ve put into raising me.

There’s an awkward silence, or tension. Mum won’t look at me, and Dad is staring right at me. I shift nervously in my seat.

“Son.”

“Yes, Dad?” I ask, not liking this at all. Every fiber in my body is telling me to flee from this table. To run to AJ’s, lock the door, and never come back here.

“‘Yer coach and I ’ad a little chat today.”

“Oh?” I ask, trying to stay very calm. I’m not the only gay kid on the team. But none of them have my dad. My brain, as helpful as ever, creates a highlight reel of everything it could possibly be. My chest tightens in dread. Even if I wanted to run to AJ’s now, I couldn’t. My legs are rooted to the chair. I’ll be sitting here for all of time, moss growing on my body and the same horrified look on my face.

I shift the image from my head and try on a neutral expression while listening to my heart try to escape from my chest.

“You’ve been transferred,” he says, breaking me out of my fear.

“I’m sorry. It won’t happen again! I promise!” I blurt out, as my face burns red with the memory of the kissing game with Craig. My eyes are too heavy to look up at him, and instead I stare at a spot on the table. Then realization dawns on me. “Wait. What did you say?”

My dad looks like he wants to circle back to my initial outburst, but instead, he starts to smile. The last time I saw him smile was when he recounted the tale of how our club won the treble—the three main trophies in English Football: The League Cup winners, the Football Cup winners, and the European Cup winners. I wasn’t alive at the time, of course, but whenever Union loses, he puts on the highlights of that amazing season. He sheds a tear every time and tells me, “Those were the days.”

“You’ve been transferred, son. And it’s a big one!”

“Wait, why would they get rid of me? Which team?” This is all going too fast.

“They ’ad no choice! Not when one of the best teams in London comes knocking. If ’yer were at t’ Union Academy, of course, things would be different, but ’yer not. The London Hornets have a great youth Academy, not Union level but it’s still good.” Another dig, reminding me that I’m not quite as good as I think I am. But with this news, does that mean I actually am? My mind is whizzing in all directions. I have been transferred to the London Hornets. In London. Away from my family and my friends. However, it’s the opportunity of a lifetime. So why do I feel like my dad isn’t wholly happy? If I was in the Union Academy, sure, I could be closer to getting into the England set-up. I need to make my family proud. No matter the sacrifice of moving away from them. And AJ.

“What about AJ?” I ask hopefully.

“What about ’im?” My dad seems delirious with happiness, and for the first time, I look at my mum; her face gives nothing away, she only gives me a quick flash of a smile.

“Well, I don’t want to go if he’s not coming too,” I say, and fold my arms across my chest.

“Don’t be so daft. He’s been holding ’yer back. Think of how many goals ’yer would ’ave scored if ’yer didn’t keep passing to ’im!” His face burns red, like he’s mad at me for passing to my teammate.

“I still bag thirty a season.”

“And ’yer could get even more without ’im. Football is about scoring goals, son.”

“It’s about the team!” I shout, trying to get him to listen.

My dad just waves me away. “They’ll teach that out of ’yer. Don’t ’yer worry. You’ll be playing for t’ England squad in no time now.”

That makes my heart flutter. Other than playing for Union, playing for England is my ultimate dream.

“When do I start?”

“Next month,” my dad says with the biggest smile I’ve quite literally seen ever. Not even the ‘Treble Memory’ comes close to this.

“Wait, how is this all going to work? What about school? My friends? AJ?” I ask.

My dad’s eyes shift, and his smile broadens and suddenly, I don’t like that smile at all. It looks like a big bad wolf smile.




The Warm Up




AJ







Kyle has been in my room, sitting on my bed for the past forty minutes, and has only said four words. Those four words were the worst four words I’ve ever heard, but now he won’t talk. Won’t look at me. I put a hand on his shoulder and squeeze it.

“Wanna play a game of EAFC?” I ask, hoping to lift his spirits.

I’m moving to London. How can those four words cause so much pain?

Kyle nods his head, meaning yes. So, we have some progress, but there is still a tightness in my chest. My room is big; it’s filled with random stuff all related to football. My bedspread is a super unique design of our team’s crest. I’m lucky to have and not need, but the only thing I want is moving away. I’d give up everything to have my best mate with me.

I try to make as much chit-chat as I can, but it’s evident he is not ready to talk about it. One thing’s for sure, his dad sucks. And so does Coach. How can they break up the best strike force the league has ever seen? How could…how could they take my best friend away?
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I wave goodbye to him from the pavement by his house. He puts his hand up in return, and then he looks away. I watch the car go out of sight with tears freely running down my face. We’ve promised to stay in touch. To call each other and play online weekly. So why do I feel like this?

My phone buzzes in my pocket. It’s my dad. At least mine isn’t an asshole.

“Hey Dad, what’s up?”

“Come home. We’re celebrating tonight.”

The last thing I want to do is celebrate anything, and I’m about to tell him as such until he cuts me off: “I wanted to keep this a surprise for you, but you’ve got in.”

“Got in? Got in where? What are you talkin—” Wait, it can’t be. My dad cannot be serious.

“You’re in the City Academy now, son. I just got off the phone with the coach. I’ll explain it more over dinner.”

The best news of my life comes on the back of the worst moment of my life. Football, eh? It really is “the beautiful game”. At least I get to stay up north and with my family. My heart goes out for Kyle. London is a big place, and it’s…it’s far away from me.




Chapter 1




Kyle








Eight Years Later




I am not a Londoner. I want to go home. I’ve wanted to be home for the past eight years. There are far too many unspoken rules in this city, and it’s exhausting. Over the past eight miserable years, I learnt very quickly not to stand on the right of the escalators, stop in the middle of Westminster Bridge to gawk at Big Ben or the street performers, and, under any circumstances, take more than a nanosecond to enter a train.

I could probably hack this place a little more if I still had my family with me, but they had the sense to go home. I asked if I had that option, and they said no, I have to make the family proud. I have to get the family out of our squalor conditions with my “amazing gift.”

The amount of pressure I’ve been under with my “amazing gift” has made me more driven than anybody else. And I can’t lie, it feels like it’s my duty, too. It’s up to me to bring the good times to my family. It’s up to me to make the most of my gift.

While my former mates from school partied hard, I hit the field, running with a football until the streetlights came on. When my mates were getting girlfriends, I hit the gym and focused on my form and my stamina. I can see it paying off. But my “amazing gift” often feels like a noose around my neck. If I slip, it’s over for not just me but my family.

So no, my “amazing gift” is not being able to perform open heart surgery with one hundred percent accuracy. Nor is it stumbling upon the mathematical equation to solve world hunger. No. It’s the ability to bang fucking footballs in the back of the net.

And sure, I love football. But I hate it when people say it’s an “amazing gift.” Hell, I hate hearing it, and I hate saying it. It’s a talent with style at best. Truth is, I haven’t loved it as much since being shunted to London and away from my best friend. AJ and I have barely spoken in the eight years that have passed. We started off with great intentions, gaming with each other online during the weekends and such, but then we kinda drifted apart. And that’s when I started to build up walls around my heart.

I could tell there was a wedge between us, but he kept denying it. Then one day, he finally tells me that he’s been scouted for City. The City. Our rival club. The club we said we would both never play for.

We’d swore we’d play for Union and be the greatest strike partnership ever. Turns out that dream was only meant to be for one person. I don’t know how he could betray our childhood promise, which blossomed into a pact. Surely it wasn't to do with money. His family has enough of it. Maybe it’s a lack of integrity. If you can’t trust your best friend, the person you care about most in the world, the one you used to look forward to seeing each day, then who can you trust. No one, that’s who. And that’s why I have my walls up. No one is scaling them. I’ve built them as high as I possibly can these past eight years.

The only time we speak now is the two times a year we see each other on match day. We exchange a brief hello in the tunnel, which is the rule anyway, and a handshake on the pitch, which is also the rule.

We’re still close in other ways: The scoring charts. We are both currently tied first in the under 21’s league. I won it last year, and he won it the year before that. He has the last laugh, as always, as his club won the league and the cup. They’re currently doing better than the senior squad, which is no mean feat, as they mostly win everything, which, if I’m being honest, pisses me off and lights a fire under me.

Whereas my club is, well, not doing as great at all. Sure, the youth squad is fine, but the main squad is at the wrong end of the table and looking at a huge relegation fight. The manager keeps saying he wants to bring me in, but the main striker is on a huge contract, and the bigwigs won’t let him put a youth player in place of an ageing striker who cost the club north of ninety-five million pounds. I swear this club loves to piss money.

Only on the main team, however. Take my house, for example. Sure, it’s on the outskirts of London, but it’s a flat. They call it a “luxury” one, but it’s still a flat—it’s too small and too far away from anything. It’s far too hot in the summer and far too cold in the winter. I’m a footballing Goldilocks, but without the joy of things being “just so.” Not that I’m trying to sound ungrateful, because I’m not. I remember where I came from, the council estate back home. I remember how some days my mum went without food herself so I could eat. So, I’m not being ungrateful, it just bothers me that the outside world thinks all footballers are privileged and have infinite wealth. Like we’ve typed in the “Rosebud” money glitch on The Sims.

Today is a rest day, which means I get to sit in my flat alone and watch Netflix. That is until Trish, my dietitian, or dietrishen as I like to call her, arrives. She rolls her eyes whenever I call her that. It’s my little form of payback for her making me eat shit like kale and beetroot. “Superfoods,” apparently. I asked her once if we could skip the healthy stuff and binge out on Maccies. I swear to God, she almost fainted at the thought of that.

I was only half joking. I know all this food and all the Pilates and the yoga and the three hours a day at the gym has helped me become the best striker in the league (suck it, AJ) but it has taken a lot of the fun out of football.

To Trish’s credit, she is more than a dietitian, she’s my fitness coach, life guru, confidant, and I would like to say friend. When she’s not busting my ass, she’s got her nose in a romance book. I swear, one of the stories she reads is going to come waltzing off the page one day.

I know it will be worth it soon. Most of my wage I’m given each week—which is very modest at the moment until I break through into the first team—I send over to my parents, as I don’t need it. The flat comes out of my salary, as does my food and fuel, and my clothes are sponsored.

Despite all the perks I get, I feel like my identity is being stripped away, like I’m a billboard rather than a person. I’d love to go down the street in a Spiderman pajama set and fluffy slippers. But I can’t, as “that would ruin my image”—those are the words of my agent. Everything is micromanaged. Except for on match day. That’s when I’m free to be who I am meant to be: a goal scorer. I know I’m the best at it. And if given the chance in the first team, I’ll be the best in the team and the league.

There’s a knock at my door. I head over to open it, and I’m about to say, “Hi, Trish,” as she’s due any moment, but it’s the Coach. Not my coach, but the coach of the first team. He doesn’t wait for an invite in, just strides past me with a smile on his face. I never have visitors—not that I’m complaining at all—other than Trish, and she’s more of a drill sergeant.

“Hello, Thurston. Mind if I come in?”

I’ve no idea why he asks, as he’s already making his way into the kitchen and getting himself a bottle of water from the fridge. My heart rate quickens, and he can definitely see it on my face because he says, “Don’t worry. You’re not in trouble. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

Okay, now my heart is threatening to explode in my chest, right in my kitchen. I put a hand on the counter to steady myself. My anxiety threatens to spike and, like always, a few of my insidious thoughts try to poison this moment before I've even had a chance to assess the situation.

“Is–is everything okay?” I manage to sputter out.

“Our next game, against the Blues. You’re going to be on the bench. So I’m going to need you at the training lodge within the next two hours to go over tactics and get you up to speed with the rest of the team.”

Coach keeps talking, but my world is spinning. The Bench. And in a local derby game too. The Blues are one of our rivals. We take it a lot more seriously than their fans because we’ve not quite achieved what they have over the years.

Regardless of that, it’s a huge game for the fans and the players. And sure, it’s not like the derbies up north, but it’s still incredible and a huge chance to prove myself. I get hold of my dark thoughts and shake them away. I try not to let the anxiety show on my face either. Instead, I return a smile like I would return a pass on the pitch.

“Yes, Coach,” I say, with more confidence than I thought possible.

“Good, good. As soon as you arrive, Trish will meet you and get you all set up. I thought it would be nice for you to have a friendly face on arrival. And besides, Trish has been working on your fitness and performance, I’d like this to continue, as it has yielded unprecedented results.”

He takes his bottle of water and leaves, just like that, as if he hasn’t swiftly changed my life. I feel like Beckham must have felt when Sir Alex Ferguson, legendary manager of Union, knocked on his door. The coach never makes personal visits unless he feels utterly compelled to. This is a huge vote of confidence.

Sure, I might not get off the bench, and sure, it might change again on the day, but this proves that Coach has noticed me. I grab a bottle of water from the fridge and try to steady my nerves, my hands shaking from a mixture of excitement and anxiety.

I saw on social media about an hour ago that AJ’s team had put him in the starting eleven. It seems that no matter how much time has passed and no matter how far apart we are, we are always intertwined. Even when something good happens, he is always who I go back to in my mind, and it’s not lost on me that thoughts of him steady my nerves.

I think about reaching out to him by text, wishing him good luck. Then I remember how he turned his back on our childhood club. How he now plays for our fiercest rival. We said when we were kids, no matter how much money we’re offered, we would never play for them. We even did a blood oath; we thought it was the coolest thing when we saw it in that IT movie. I also thought that playing for the City was as bad as Pennywise, but what do I know? So no, I won’t text him. Instead, I get myself ready to meet my first team squad.




Chapter 2




AJ







I’m sitting in the locker room with bona fide living legends. There’s no other way to put it. I pinch myself to make sure I’m actually here. If the people who used to say my family bought my place in the academy could see me now. I’ve earned this, there’s no denying it. I’m in the starting lineup for the best team in England.

And okay, sure, it’s not my favorite team, but they’re the ones paying me the big wad of cash. More money than I can spend in a whole year arrives in my bank account every week. Because my family has never struggled for wealth, I do feel a pang of guilt about having so much. I’ve asked my finance guy to put some of my earnings into charities in the local area, but told them to make all donations anonymous. I don’t want people to know what I do with my money. And sure, maybe it would raise my public profile, but I’m a footballer, I should be praised for what I do on the pitch, not off it.

My mind switches focus to the gaffer, others call him Coach, some call him Boss. To me, it’s always Gaffer. He’s running through tactics for our upcoming game against the newly promoted club. I think that’s why I’m in the team, part of a squad rotation exercise. I don’t mind in the slightest. I’m in the squad and in the starting lineup. I called my parents as soon as I found out the news, and they were happy. My dad is also my agent, and he was more concerned about how we could wrangle a new pay deal under appearance bonuses. I tried to tell him it’s fine, but as always, he steamrollered the conversation. Sometimes, I wish I was a little more in control of my life, and he was a little more like a dad as opposed to my agent.

Gaffer says I’m to stay in the box, and come back for corners but only by the halfway line. I’m tall, but very mobile too. I pride myself on that. Normally, when a player is as tall as me, six feet and two inches—and yes, those extra inches are important—they’re slower. But I train harder to be the complete player. The idea being for my teammates to ping the ball out to me, and I can run through on goal. It worked like a charm in my normal league.

But this is different and the margin for error is slim. Our fans demand so much of us since our huge injection of cash. They want the new players to succeed instantly. I’ve already become a cult hero of sorts because I “defected” from the enemy club. Every time I read a post on social media about it, it stabs at my heart. Photos of me when I was younger, wearing my Union kit, crop up from time to time with captions like “He made the right choice” and “Blue Treasure.” I play for the love of the game. The money they pay me goes to the bills, the ones they let me pay for, and to keep a certain image that my dad insists I keep. The extra cash goes to charities. The outside world sees me as a millionaire's child, who is doing this for a laugh.

I think that’s what winds opposing fans up too, as they see my family's wealth and think I’m taking a dream from someone else. This has been my dream since I could walk. It’s not my fault I’m from money. I can have dreams and aspirations of my own. I play with a smile on my face and try to drown out the negatives.

“And, AJ,” Gaffer says, bringing my focus back into the room, “go out there and have some fun. Ignore the crowd. Their number four, their defender, is a hot head. If you nutmeg him a few times, he’ll lunge in for a tackle. Make the most of it and get him booked. That should keep him quiet for the rest of the game if you do it early enough.”

I’m annoyed that the gaffer wants me to cheat! I ball my hands up by my side and bite my tongue. I know simulation is normal, borderline accepted now, but with VAR (Video Assistant Referee)—or Very Annoying Refs, as I call it—it’s much harder to get away with. Honestly, how can it be right when another dozen refs sit in a room and scrutinize the play? And the worst part, each VAR ref will interpret a decision in a different way. It’s maddening. I have never simulated a dive and swore I never would. But if he says so, I guess I have to. Whatever keeps me on the team. I nod to him. But I’m already thinking of alternatives.

He’s not the quickest defender in the league, so I could always outpace him. I’m also a lot stronger than him, so I could use my strength if he tries to mark me out of the game.

I absorb the rest of the team talk, and then we’re excused for fifteen minutes before hitting the gym.

Whipping out my phone, I decide to scroll my socials. Something catches my eyes. Kyle Thurston. He’s been named among the substitutes for his match against the Blues. For some reason, my heart swells with joy for him. There have been so many times I’ve wanted to reach out to him but I get the feeling he doesn’t want to have anything to do with me. I don’t know if he still blames me for getting transferred all those years ago, but how could he? We both got transferred. I just got transferred to the club we swore we’d never play for.

We were kids when we made that pact. Surely, he’s not holding a grudge about that. There’s just no way. Then again, Kyle is the most stubborn person on planet earth. I hope I can win him around again, I’ve missed him.




Chapter 3




Kyle







It's a rest day before my first big game of the season, which is why I’m sitting in my car outside my parents’ house on my old council estate. I promised my parents I’d be home as much as possible, as long as it didn’t impact my training, and being a good son, I’m true to my word—and I’m even beginning to enjoy the four-hour car rides. No, really, I am. I’ve burned through so many classic cassettes. I almost manage to drown out my anxiety most of the time, so that’s a win on an otherwise mind-numbing journey.

Unbuckling my seatbelt with a sigh, I head to the front door of my childhood home. Nothing has changed around here. The bins are overstuffed on every street corner, graffiti stretches across every inch of alleyway wall and kids are playing on the same swatch of grass I used to each day until I was forced to go in, which was normally when AJ and I could barely see each other in the moonlight.

As soon as I enter, Mum wraps me up in a big hug and then holds me by my shoulders, “Look at yer. Those fancy diets they have yer on have made yer too thin.” I laugh at this. Mum is always trying to feed me up. Well actually, anyone who enters her home—within three minutes, she’s shoving some home-baked goods into their hands. “Come an’ take a seat in t’ living room, kettle is already on.” I want to cry with happiness. I have not only missed my parents, but I’ve also missed the homely northern accent and good bloody tea. The excuse Londoners have for tea is borderline barbaric. And sure, you can buy the proper tea bags down there, but somewhere in the making process, they turn the boiled water into piss or something.

I head into the living room and see Dad already sitting in his usual seat, a small distance from the TV, watching the sports news with a cigarette in his mouth, the ash dangerously close to falling. The familiar sight of my old surroundings—the floral wallpaper, which has been yellowed over the years from his smoking, the fabric three-seater sofa, the huge TV on the wall, and the coffee table with the white table cloth and handmade coasters—makes my heart swell.

I sit in my old spot, the left side of the sofa, and tuck my legs under my body, head resting on my arms. “Who’s playing today, Dad?” I ask, knowing that football talk is the safest talk. Not that I could talk to him about anything else.

“The Singers are playing City,” at that word, he spits into his ashtray.

“Oh, do you want to put it on?” I hear myself asking. There’s a tug in my chest. I know AJ is playing, and there’s something inside me that wants to see him in his element. Sure, he plays for the enemy, but… Actually, there are no buts.

“Watch t’ Cit’eh? On my bloody telly? No fuckin’ chance. Unless they’re playing Union, that shit will not be on my telly.”

“What if they’re getting beaten? The Singers are no slouches and they’ve got that newly promoted bounce.” This is all true, the Singers, after the halfway point of the season, are sitting one point above my club in eleventh place out of twenty. Far away from the “trap door” of the bottom three places that will send teams down a division. I watch my dad ponder this thought. He might hate City as much as I do, but he loves watching them lose, which, admittedly, is few and far between.

“No. I’m not doing it,” he says flatly.

“Coach says I need to watch them and the Singers as we’ve got them coming soon. I have to see how their defenders play under pressure.” It’s a lie adjacent to the truth. Coach has said I need to watch more games, even ones from different leagues, so I don’t feel too bad about it. At this, my dad’s eyes light up.

“Have yer made it onto t’ team then, lad?” he asks.

“Kind of, I’m on the bench against the Blues.”

“Hev! Hev, c’mon in ’ere,” my dad bellows, and Mum enters with a tray of teas.

“What’s with t’ racket?” she asks, setting the teas down on the coffee table.

“Our son here has only got a game against t’ Blues.”

Mum embraces me in another hug. “Why didn't yer tell us?”

“I just found out, and wanted it to be a surprise.”

“Oh, yer are a good son,” she says, pinching my cheeks.

“Dad was just about to put the City game on so I could scout the two teams.” At the name of City, Mum makes the sign of the cross and Dad spits into the ashtray again. Some people have religion. My family has football. Which if you ask them, is just as serious.

Reluctantly, Dad puts the game on. The very first image is him. AJ. He’s changed a lot since we were kids. He’s somehow become hotter. I had played a few games against him, but seeing him in ultra-high definition altered something inside of me that I didn’t want to think about. He was a good-looking kid, all our classmates would say it, but he never had a girlfriend. Neither of us did, but I had my own reasons, being gay and all. His squid black hair is held back by a light blue band and his deep brown eyes are set perfectly against his tanned skin. Something inside my stomach turns. I’m still mad at him, I can feel the burning deep inside myself, but yet, there’s something else there too. My first thoughts about seeing him are that he’s showing off. But no, that’s unfair. I’m jealous that he’s confident enough to go out onto the pitch looking like that. Anytime a player doesn’t look hyper masculine, they get torn online by the fans, for not looking manly enough, and here he is now, sporting a David Beckham style headband and looking like a damn runway model.

“Look at that ponce!” my dad shouts, spit flying out of his mouth to accentuate his point.

“Dad, that’s AJ!”

“Who?” he asks. And I know he knows who he is, he’s being stubborn. Choosing to forget who he is because he plays for City… and dare I say, looking like that. Just another reason I don’t think it’s wise to come out.

“Kyle’s childhood friend, remember?” Mum adds.

“There is no bleedin’ way someone born on this estate would play for City.” He also must remember AJ lived just off the estate, in one of the big houses. Choosing to forget for the sake of his pride is certainly a choice.

I, for one, would never hold grudges. My mind drifts back to AJ, and how nice it would be to see him. I refuse to be like my dad. Maybe if I did see him, I can tell him how disappointed I am in him for picking City over everything we stand for. My other brain then wonders what it would be like to stand opposite him, look into his eyes, and my fingers innocently brush the hair out of his face.

Dad grunts, forcing me out of my daydream.

“When I got transferred to London, he got transferred there.” I don’t mention that he lived in the nicest house just off the estate, what’s the point of rubbing even more success into his face. And besides, I know he remembers.

“More like ’is parents bough’ ’im a spot. There’s no way ’es good enough, let alone better than yer,” Dad says. At least he remembers how rich AJ’s family is. Convenient timing, remembering only for fuel for his insult. I let out a sigh and glance over at Mum who shrugs helplessly. It’s like Dad is refusing to acknowledge AJ, as if he’s some sort of traitor. No, I’m not going to take a deep dive into my initial feelings of betrayal and where I get my stubbornness from.

My dad’s reaction to AJ’s stunning good looks is another reminder that I can never be my authentic self around him. I have tried to come out in the past, but every time the words got jammed in my throat. He’s never been accepting of the LGBTQIA+ community, and I’m sure he never will be. I feel another piece of barbed wire tighten around my heart. When I’m home, I feel myself slipping back into the wretched box I forced myself into, in an effort to stay safe.

I think Mum knows I’m gay. We’ve never had a discussion about it, and not that I think she shares the same views as Dad, but I have never broached the subject with her. It’s just she’s never asked me about girlfriends, like Dad does.

“Seriously, who does he think he is, dressing his hair like that? David Bloody Beckham?” Dad gesticulates to the TV with both hands outstretched. AJ does have a Beckham look about him—minus the tattoos, and if you substitute the blond highlights for black hair. Truth be told, I can’t take my eyes off him.

I take a sip of my tea, just as AJ makes a run-on goal; he slips past two defenders, shifts the ball to his left foot and slides it under the keeper. Wow.

“And that ladies and gentleman might be the quickest goal not only scored in the league, but also by a debut player. Welcome to the big leagues, Aaron AJ Johnson. At only twenty one years of age, he’s already made history.” The commentator purrs admiration for AJ, which is the antithesis of my dad who is screaming obscenities at the TV.

“No need to get worked up, dear. And besides, yer should be ’appy for ’im. Young lad from near our estate on t’ telly and making ’istory.” God bless Mum, always the optimist.

Dad grumbles something under his breath. I watch AJ’s face, it’s a full-on beaming smile. He makes a motion to kiss the badge, but grabs it instead. I don’t know why that makes my stomach turn funny, but it does.

“Listen, Son. When you get yer chance, you’ll do miles better.”

“But, Dad, he just broke the record for the fastest goal and he’s in the better squad—”

“Don’t give me that excuses shit. Yer ’ave a good team. His team is full of overpaid prima donnas. Your team, despite being full of bloody southerners, ’as heart and grit. And you.”

My heart swells at this. Despite my dad’s views on my secret community, he has a heart of gold. It makes me wonder if he would be open to having a gay son.

“When you get your chance tomorrow, make the most of it, and stick it to the Blues. As yer know, in this house, the London Blues are almost as bad as any other northern team that isn’t ours.” Dad hates any team that plays in Blue, and there’s a whole slew of them. His special hatred is reserved for Manchester Blues though, and the Mersey Reds.

“Yes, Dad,” is all I can manage before AJ has the ball in the back of the net again.

“Oh my word, it’s the wonderkid AJ again. What a debut he is having. Five minutes played and two goals scored. This is unbelievable. Especially for a debutant playing away from home, and in front of a hostile home side. He’s shown nerves of steel.”

“Oh fuck off!” Dad says before launching the remote to the shag-pile carpet.

I watch as AJ does the same celebration. His perfect white teeth on show as he is swamped by his fellow teammates.

One thing is for sure, as soon as I get my chance, I’m going to take it with both hands…or well, both feet.




Chapter 4
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Two goals on my debut isn’t bad. I wanted a hat trick, but the gaffer pulled me off at half-time as the tackles were becoming more aggressive on me. I managed to get a few of them booked, but not by simulation. I’m sitting in the physio room with an ice pack on my knee. The last tackle took me clean out, much to the delight of the home fans. We ended up winning the match 2-4, to a team that’s flying high.

We’ve extended our lead at the top of the table to six points with ten games to go, including a match against our rivals…my boyhood club.

If truth be told, I have mixed feelings about it. It’s always a tough game, tensions and tempers always skyrocket. The worst battle, though, is the one internally, as for the past eight years I’ve been at City—the club that for most of my life, I’ve been told to hate. I remember one time at school, a kid came in wearing a City top, and he was bullied so much his parents had to pick him up. This is my job. And I have a responsibility to the fans to give them my all. Money and morals are two things I don’t lack.

“Good work out there today, Johnson. How’s the knee?” Gaffer asks.

I manage to flex it without pain, despite the ice pack on.

“Feels good,” I say. “Thanks for giving me a chance.”

“Thank you for taking it. You hear what they’ve been saying about you?”

“No, sir, not yet,” I say honestly.

“You’re a wonderkid, the press were all praises for you, too.”

My face lights up at this.

“Doc, is Johnson going to be okay for the next game?”

“As long as he stays off it for the rest of the day and does light training tomorrow, he’ll be fine,” Doc says.

“Good. Johnson, you’re in the preliminary squad to face the Dragons in the cup next weekend.”

“Wow. Okay, thank you, Gaffer—I mean, sir.” Dad always told me to give my superiors the proper respect. Everyone, in fact. It doesn’t matter if you’re a cleaner or a director—you’re entitled to respect.

Gaffer is already leaving, and I hear him say, “Rest that knee,” as he strides down the hallway.

I head back to the locker room with the ice pack still in place and get ready to head home. The physio has hooked me up with someone to drive me, and I take the opportunity, while a passenger, to check the other results from today. It’s fair to say, football is my life. It consumes my every waking thought. When people think you’ve bought your way into the most successful club of the past ten years, it lights a fire under your ass to be the absolute best. Today is only the beginning.
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The next day, my knee is already feeling miles better, and I send a text to the physio to keep him updated. He replies moments later, telling me to keep it elevated regardless. I hate being stuck in the house with nothing to do, but it’s quite literally doctor’s orders. I pad my way into the kitchen and make myself a cup of coffee from the Nespresso maker that my parents bought me as a moving in present. I add a little bit of caramel syrup—it is cheat day, after all—and then switch on the TV in the living room.

Flicking through the channels until something takes my fancy, I try desperately not to put the footie on. It’s supposed to be a rest day. I laugh to myself—I can’t even say that with a straight face.

I change the channel to football and am delighted to discover that there’s a game on. There’s twenty minutes left of the Hornets match, and they're about to make a substitution. I almost choke on my coffee. Stretching on the touchline, and about to come on, is Kyle. Wow, he looks great. Truth be told, he always has, but he looks to be in tremendous shape. He’s wearing his jersey tight to his skin, so tight that you can practically make out his abs.

“And making his debut for the Hornets is Kyle Thurston. The young starlet has been banging in the goals for fun at youth level, and now the manager has put his faith into him. Perhaps he saw City take a chance on their young striker and are hoping they have a little dynamo of their own.”

“Well, they are from the same neck of the woods. Even played for the same team and went to the same school,” the other commentator says. There’s more back and forth from them but I’m too focused on Kyle to take much notice.

I lean closer to the TV and turn up the volume. The crowd is going crazy for him already. The camera pulls focus on a close up and his face looks determined. He receives the ball with his back to goal, rolls the ball through the defender’s legs and peels off him. I stand up, not quite believing what I’m seeing. He buries the ball in the back of the net, and the crowd goes bananas.

“Oh my word! How about that for instant impact! Sensational from the young Thurston. He’s only been on the pitch for fifteen seconds, if that.”
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