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Rough Diamonds


THE SQUAD


Darren ‘Daz’ Kemble (goalkeeper)
Joey Bannen (defence and substitute goalkeeper)
Mattie Hughes (defence)
Anthony ‘Ant’ Glover (defence)
Jimmy Mintoe (defence)
Carl Bain (defence)
John O’Hara (mid-field)
Jamie Moore (mid-field)
Kevin ‘Guv’ McGovern (mid-field)
Bashir Gulaid (mid-field)
Pete ‘Ratso’ Ratcliffe (mid-field)
Dave Lafferty (striker)
Gordon Jones (striker and captain)


Manager: Bobby Jones





PART ONE



Promises Made





One



The moment you try to stand still you start to go backwards.


I came up with that gem on a hot July night as I lay in bed listening to the drunks rolling home after a night down the Liver Bird. I had a good reason for lying awake. I’d had a great night myself at the Dockers’ Club. Not boozing or anything, you understand, not like the sad plonkies you get down the Birdy. I’m only eleven, for crying out loud! My mum wouldn’t even let me have a sip of her wine at Gran’s birthday party. No, it was business. The Dockers is where the South Sefton Junior League holds its presentations. We’re the Challenge Cup winners so we were there by right. Not exactly the European Cup, you might think, but not bad when you consider where we were in mid-Autumn.


I’m Kev McGovern, by the way, the Guv’nor to my friends, a nightmare to my enemies. When I joined the Diamonds back in October last year they were propping up the table. The licking boys of the whole league, that was us. Rubbish manager, rubbish strip, rubbish name and rubbish morale. Total football? Forget it. We were total rubbish. Anybody else would have given us up as a bad job. Not me. I’m a fighter. I’ve had to be. My dad cleared out four years ago and when he showed up again just before Christmas he wasn’t exactly riding a white charger. In fact, he was driving the BMW belonging to a slimy ratbag by the name of Lee Ramage, our friendly neighbourhood villain. That’s friendly as your average scorpion understands the term. The drug dealer’s little helper, that’s my old feller’s occupation in life. You know what he says: I deal the stuff, but I don’t do it. I’m not daft. If you could make money out of daisy chains I’d be into that, too. I suppose he thinks that makes it better! Thanks, Dad, you give a kid a lot to be proud of.


Anyway, like I said, I don’t take anything lying down. If I was meant to just lie there and take the grief, God would have given me a doormat for a face.


At the end of a tough season eight months later, I reckon we’ve got a lot to be proud of. Not only have we won the Challenge Cup, we’ve also clawed our way to mid-table respectability. One of our players, Dave Lafferty, has even been signed up for Everton’s School of Excellence. Which brings me back to what I was saying earlier. You can’t rest on your laurels. It’s something our manager Ronnie Mintoe has started saying. Look at the most successful English sides since the war, he tells us. You know what Liverpool and Man United did the moment they tasted success? They had a clear-out. Brought in new blood, because the moment you lift a trophy your achievement is history. If you can’t put it behind you and go forward, you’re history, too. He’s got a head on his shoulders, our Ronnie. Suddenly every one of us is looking over our shoulder wondering who he has in mind to take our place. We’re all desperate to prove we can do it. I don’t care what it takes. I don’t want the Diamonds to be a flash in the pan. I want us to be living legends, and if that means changing things round then I’m with Ronnie.


There isn’t much choice over Dave, of course. It’s great him signing forms with Everton and all that. He could even play in the Premiership one day, but it takes him right out of Sunday League football. That’s right, we’re a victim of our own success. No sooner do we find the winning formula than we lose our star striker. But that’s not all. John O’Hara reckons we’ve got other problems. He would, of course. John’s the most miserable kid you’ve ever met – or are likely to. But for once I think he could have something. It’s Carl Bain and Mattie Hughes. Seems they spent most of the presentation ceremony grumbling and backstabbing because they’ve spent so much of the season on the subs’ bench.


A few weeks ago they were getting aggravation off Brain Damage Ramage. Recognize the name? He’s Lee Ramage’s kid brother. Seems being a scumbag runs in the family. Him and a scabby polecat by the name of Luke Costello have got this gang, and their main purpose in life is to destroy the Diamonds – and me in particular. It’s time to re-build. Ronnie’s law. Without Davey, our strike force is looking a bit ropey so I might have to partner our other striker Jamie Moore up front. That leaves Miserable John as the most likely candidate to run the midfield. I can’t say he’d be my first choice, but until somebody better comes along, he’s it. With Carl and Mattie as our remaining cover you can see we’re looking pretty thin in the centre. Has John got what it takes? I mean, he’s a manic depressive without the ups. Can he rise to the challenge? Will he be able to take the knocks and come back punching?


Will he be anvil or will he be hammer?




Two


Anvil, definitely anvil.


The Tuesday after the awards ceremony there wasn’t a trace of self-congratulatory glow left in John O’Hara. So what he’d got his hands on a trophy? So what he’d got his picture in the pink Echo? (Back row, third from the left with Daz Kemble’s head covering half his face.) None of it mattered after the week-end he’d had.


Friday night he’d discovered a new state of being. Half boy, half ping-pong ball. And Mum and Dad had the bats.


‘Like to tell him what you’ve been up to?’ shouted Dad.


‘That’s rich coming from you,’ yelled Mum.


And John? He just sat miserably in the middle of the living room with his eyes glued on the TV screen and his heart being shredded by the two people he loved most in the whole world. Hadn’t they ever heard of sparing the kids their problems? John snorted wretchedly. Obviously not. The O’Haras had always had their spats, but the last six months had been a roller coaster ride of rows and sulks. Somehow John had a feeling they were cranking up for the scariest downhill plummet yet. The Big One.


Saturday night they’d discovered a weapon more deadly than the atom bomb, more accurate than an Exocet missile. Silence. John and his big sister Sarah had had to shove pizza round their plates while Mum and Dad trained their freeze guns on each other. The result was two kids caught in the Arctic Zone.


Sunday night Dad wasn’t even there. Boys’ Night Out or something. Not as though you’d know he was absent. Mum prowled round the house ranting about his misdeeds. Roll on school, John had thought, amazing himself at the idea.


Monday night it was Mum’s turn to do a vanishing trick. Governors’ meeting at school. And Dad’s turn to fling verbal darts at her. ‘Governors’ meeting,’ he’d snarled. ‘What does she know about education? Left school with three CSEs and netball certificate.’


Yes, one hell of a week-end. Now John was sitting on a bench, clutching a miniature Union flag he’d made in class and trying to avoid them staring up at him from their places in the school hall. It was Leavers’ Assembly and there were Mr and Mrs O’Hara side by side, smiling as sweetly as you like. The model parents. Capital M, capital PUKE. John shuddered. They made him sick.


Then Mrs Harrison was on her feet. Showing off her new hairdo. It was an annual ritual, the Headteacher’s end-of-year hairdo. One of these days she’d have a Mohican and make everybody sit up and notice! John allowed himself a smile then turned his attention back to Mrs Harrison, who was thanking everybody for coming. Telling her audience what a lovely Year Six they’d all been. Oh yeah, like she doesn’t say that every year. And finally introducing the Leavers’ Assembly. The girls on the verge of tears and the boys suppressing smirks of joy at finally escaping Our Lady’s Primary. Not that John felt much like smirking. He just wanted the whole thing over, especially the last bit. Mum’s bit.


‘Welcome to our Leavers’ Assembly,’ said Melanie Mulcahy, beaming at the audience then curling her top lip over her front teeth to conceal her brace. She was embarrassed about her metallic smile. And the nickname she was struggling to live down – Jaws. ‘We have been remembering the teachers who have helped us.’


Helped us, thought John. Sure, like pirates help you walk the plank.


Jacqui Bell was on her feet next, recalling Mrs Willoughby in Reception. ‘I put my hand up,’ said Ding Dong, ‘but she told me to hang on a minute. That was when I threw up all over her shoes.’


Laughter from the parents, especially when Ratso held up a king-sized cartoon of the notorious incident. A rueful smile of recognition from Willoughby the Wallaby. Ah, the joys of teaching. And on it went, right down to their present teacher, Mr May. That’s Maggot to most of the boys in his class. Then it was back to the Jaws and Ding Dong show as Melanie and Jacqui screeched out Memory on their violins.


‘That’ll set them off,’ whispered Joey Bannen behind him.


And it did. Soon every girl was sobbing her eyes out. But that’s what you do at your Leavers’ Assembly. A Leavers’ Assembly without tears is like a dog without fleas. It’s almost a school rule. Only John didn’t cry, and neither did his Diamonds team-mates. Not the done thing for the hardest football team on the toughest estate in the north end of Liverpool.


‘Nearly finished,’ said Daz Kemble under his breath.


‘Can’t wait,’ said Jimmy Mintoe.


He got a glare from Mrs Harrison for that. He went bright red. He hadn’t meant it to come out that loudly.


‘Thank you, Year Six,’ she cooed as the parents’ applause subsided. ‘But we’ve got to remember that you’re not the only ones who are leaving us.’


Everybody looked at Maggot.


‘Mr May is also moving on to pastures new and I would like to ask one of our parent governors ...’


John glanced at Mum. Mother turned executioner.


‘... One of our parent governors, Mrs O’Hara, to say a few words.’


John’s stomach was suddenly playing submarine. Crash dive, crash dive. He watched in an agony of humiliation as Mum walked to the front. The other kids said she was sweet on Maggot. John told them it was a load of rubbish, but it didn’t stop them skitting him. And wait until they saw the present Mum had bought for John to bring in on the last day. She couldn’t settle for socks or wine or after shave, could she? Not even a World’s Best Teacher mug. She’d bought him a chess set in its own mahogany box. That would really set the tongues wagging. Tiny needles of shame tormented his skin.


‘Mr May has only been at Our Lady’s for two years,’ she began.


‘Two years too long,’ hissed Joey.


‘But in that time,’ Mum continued, ‘I have got to know Phillip well.’


‘I wonder how well,’ whispered Carl Bain.


That made John really squirm. Ever since Mum and Maggot started running the chess club together, he’d had to put up with it. Nudge nudge, wink wink, who does your mum fancy, then?


‘He is a marvellous teacher who really looks after the children in his care. He has given up a lot of his own time to coach the school soccer team ...’


‘Badly,’ commented Daz.


It was true. Despite having the whole Diamonds’ side, except for Kev McGovern and Jamie Moore playing for them, they’d had an undistinguished season.


‘He has also run a chess club every Wednesday evening.’


With her. It had been the cause of numerous rows with Dad.


‘So,’ she concluded, ‘I would like to thank you on behalf of the whole school and wish you all the best in your new post.’


‘Your old lady and Maggot,’ said Carl Bain. ‘Coo-hoo.’


Shame caught fire and turned to anger.


‘Shut your mouth now,’ said John, ‘or I’ll shut it for you.’


‘Touchy, aren’t you?’ observed Carl. ‘Something must be going on.’


John stared straight ahead through the closing music. He watched Mum walking back to her seat. It couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t.




Three


It was Mum who finally broke the silence on the way home.


‘Would you like to tell me what’s wrong?’ she asked.


John dug himself even deeper into the back seat upholstery. Carl Bain’s taunts were still ringing in his ears. ‘Nothing.’


‘Really?’ said Mum. ‘Well, I don’t want your nothing spoiling my day. I’m going back to the school this evening, and I intend to enjoy myself.’


John noticed Dad’s neck stiffen at the mention of school.


‘How come?’ John asked. ‘What are you going back there for?’


‘I must have told you,’ Mum replied, checking the junction at the top of South Parade for oncoming traffic.


‘No, you didn’t.’


‘If you really must know,’ Mum told him as she pulled out, ‘it’s a wine and cheese party for Mr May.’


‘I thought you’d already said goodbye to him,’ said John.


Dad smiled. My thoughts exactly, he seemed to be saying.


‘This is a get-together for the staff,’ Mum explained. There was an edge to her voice. Impatience. Maybe something else, too. ‘Teachers, governors, PTA, you know the sort of thing.’


‘Sounds boring,’ said John.


‘It would,’ said Mum. ‘To you everything’s boring. Except football, of course.’


Sounds about right, thought John. He was just wondering why Dad was so quiet when the old man finally chipped in.


‘So how long’s it going to last, this do of yours?’


Mum took a right into Naseby Close and pulled up outside number nine.


‘An hour. Two. We might go for a drink afterwards. It depends what the others are doing.’


‘Mm.’


John knew Dad’s Mms. There was the short Mm, which meant: Good, Fine. Then there was the medium-sized Mm accompanied by a raised eyebrow which meant: Oh really. But this was the extra-long Mm with simmering dark frown. It meant trouble.


‘Have you got something to say?’ asked Mum.


‘Me?’ replied Dad, heavy on the sarcasm. ‘What could I possibly have to say? You always do what you want anyway.’


John flopped his head back. Couldn’t they give it a rest? Just for one day.


‘Hello,’ said Mum, relieved to change the subject. ‘There’s our Sarah waiting on the doorstep.’ She wound down the window.


‘Where’s your key, love?’


‘Forgot it,’ said Sarah. ‘I was in a hurry to get out of the house this morning.’


Somebody else who was being heavy on the sarcasm, and John knew why. Mum and Dad had been going at it hammer and tongs over the breakfast table. As per rotten usual. It was all right for Sarah, though. She always had Mr Bean to escape to.


‘You must have been there ages,’ said Mum.


Sarah was in the Sixth Form at Scarisbrick High and she was usually home by half past two.


‘A bit,’ Sarah confirmed.


‘You’d forget your head if it was loose,’ said Dad, marching up the path brandishing his keys.


‘You could have popped into Simon’s,’ said Mum. ‘You don’t usually need much of an excuse.’


‘You mean Beano, don’t you?’ said John, glad of the chance to tease Sarah. It relieved the tension.


‘Don’t call him that,’ said Sarah.


‘Why not?’


‘Because I hate it, that’s why. Besides, it’s cruel.’


So? If Simon didn’t want to get skitted he shouldn’t have been born with droopy eyelids and a pointy nose. He was Rowan Atkinson to a tee.


‘He’s gone to Norwich,’ said Sarah, ignoring her younger brother.


‘Norwich?’ Dad repeated, unlocking the front door. ‘What’s down there?’


‘The University of East Anglia,’ Sarah answered. ‘He’s got an interview.’


‘University?’ scoffed John, ‘They’re never going to let him into a university.’ Until that moment he hadn’t even realized Sarah’s divvy boyfriend had a brain, never mind A levels.


‘Cut it out, you,’ she snapped, taking a swing at him with her school bag.


‘You’ll have to be quicker than that,’ said John, skipping back.


‘I will be,’ Sarah warned. ‘You wait until you’re off your guard.’


‘Forget it, sis,’ said John. ‘I never am.’


The front door slammed behind them. John glanced round.


‘I’m going for my shower,’ said Mum, jogging upstairs. ‘Will you two start tea?’ She was speaking to John and Sarah.


‘What about me?’ asked Dad. ‘I’m not helpless, you know.’


Mum gave him a withering look. Another notch on the climb up the roller coaster. As the water in the shower started to run, Dad shrugged his shoulders and dropped into his chair with the Echo.


‘Come on, pain,’ said Sarah, ‘you’re on turkey burgers, I’ll do baked potatoes and salad.’


John nodded and followed her into the kitchen.


‘Have they been like that all the way home?’ she asked.


‘What do you think?’


‘Doesn’t get any better, does it?’


John shook his head. ‘I just hope they patch it up before we go away.’


He’d been looking forward to going on holiday to Lakeland Village for months. It was a new centre in the Lakes. State of the Art swimming pool, cabin in the woods, canoeing, footy coaching every afternoon. Now they were six days away from a brilliant holiday and it looked like Mum and Dad’s bickering was going to wreck it.


‘Fat chance,’ said Sarah gloomily. ‘Do you know what Simon calls their marriage? The Lighthouse.’


‘Go on,’ said John. ‘Why?’


‘Because it’s on and off so much.’


John shook his head. He didn’t like being reminded about the times they’d split up. When he was seven, he and Sarah had lived with Mum and Gran for a while. Eventually Dad had turned up with twelve red roses and tickets for a long week-end in London. Expensive sticking plaster, Gran had called it.


Sarah was half-way through chopping the spring onions when she spoke again. ‘Did you know that most marriages split up on holiday?’ she murmured. ‘Then and Christmas are the two worst times.’


That started a horrible retching feeling in John’s stomach. It had been happening more and more lately, this wave of sickness whenever Mum and Dad’s marriage took another turn for the worse.


‘Who told you that?’


‘I read it in a magazine.’


‘Which one?’ asked John. ‘Stupids Monthly? I bet it’s not true.’


For a moment Sarah’s eyes filled with tears as she remembered the bust-ups over the years, but she recovered well and returned to her chopping. Her reply was still bitter. ‘Right now I wouldn’t bet against it.’


John wished she’d got him with her school bag. It wouldn’t have hurt half as much.


John didn’t know what woke him. Footsteps on the landing maybe. Yes, there was somebody there, definitely somebody outside his room. Time to take a look, he thought. Padding across his room, John turned the handle and stepped out.


‘Sarah!’


‘You didn’t half give me a fright,’ she said, her breath still shuddering a little.
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