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Rough Diamonds



THE SQUAD


Darren ‘Daz’ Kemble (goalkeeper)
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PART ONE



Pressure





One



The pain barrier – that’s where I begin. Oh, think I’m all talk, do you? Then you don’t know me very well. Let me introduce myself, I’m Kev McGovern – the Guv’nor. I’ve had to come up the hard way. Ask anybody round Owen Avenue. Sometimes I feel like I’ve been battered more times than a load of chip-shop haddock. Every day I’m carrying this burden on my back, you see. The dad from hell, that’s who I got saddled with. A real liability. That’s right, I’ve got a father the way some people have zits. He did a runner three years ago. Then he turns up again without so much as an apology. He’s a hard man for one of the local villains, a low-life by the name of Lee Ramage. To make things worse there’s a younger brother, Brain Damage Ramage, and he just has to go to the same school as me, doesn’t he? We’re sworn enemies.


Everybody has me down for a scally like my dad, but I’m not going to go the same way as him. Don’t get me wrong, I love him in spite of everything. I just don’t want to go down the same road. I’m better than that. The moment life starts to hurt, the moment I feel the pressure, that’s when I come alive. Take Brain Damage, for instance. He got a bit big for his boots so I brought him down to earth. Oh, I knew he’d be back sometime, but at the time of the events in this story, he was lying low, licking his wounds.


I’m different to a lot of the lads I know. Life isn’t something that happens to me. I don’t just sit and take it. I grit my teeth and fight back. I’m the Guv’nor. I see the difference in every match I play with my team, the Rough Diamonds. I mean, I’ve had my share of troubles, so everybody thinks I’m just another two-bit scally. That’s where the football comes in. On the pitch I just come alive. I start to run things. That’s why they call me the Guv’nor.


Sure, there are better players. Technically, anyway. Our striker Dave Lafferty, for instance. I mean, his feet must have been kissed by the angels the way he plays! The lad’s got the gift. Me, I’m a grafter. No, that’s not it exactly. I’m more than that. I’m the team captain, the Guv’nor. It’s like being a puppeteer. You’ve got to know which strings to pull. And do I know the strings!


The day I started playing for the Diamonds they were nothing. Worse than nothing; they were a joke. Rooted to the bottom of the South Sefton league and carrying the worst manager in the County FA, a pudding called Bobby Jones. That’s when I started to make things happen. For a start we ditched old BJ. ‘It’s him or me,’ he squeals one time, jabbing a podgy finger at me. And you know what, the lads chose me. So that’s it, isn’t it? The pressure’s on. I’ve got my way, now it’s up to me to deliver. That’s what I mean by the pain barrier. Like when you go for a fifty-fifty ball. Somebody’s going to blink, and it isn’t me. Ever. Backing off just isn’t in my nature.


Everybody’s looking to me to set an example, and that’s exactly what I do. Before you know it, I’ve led the boys to their first victory, four-three in the Challenge Cup. What a feeling! The season was nearly half over by then, and not a win to show for it. Suddenly we’re playing with pride and determination. They’d been on the floor so long they thought they were worms or something. Only fit for treading on. But I changed all that. That’s why I love the game, I suppose. It’s a battle with winners and losers, and if you’re going to win you’ve got to find that little bit of steel inside yourself. Only I’m going to do more than that. I already know what I’ve got inside me. There’s steel and there’s fire. That’s what makes me the Guv’nor. It’s what’s inside the others that matters now. If we’re going to start to win and win regularly, I can’t do it on my own. I need a team around me.


That means me changing the lads.


Which is where this story starts. With as unlikely a pair of stars as you’re going to meet. First there’s Ratso. That’s Pete Ratcliffe. I tell you, if you grow up in an area like the Diamond estate, you don’t have too many choices. You can be tough, and in this end of north Liverpool we’re talking rock hard. That’s one option. Every time life knocks you down, you just bounce back up and give it a thick lip. Or you can do what Ratso does. You play the clown. Every gang’s got one, a joker. Somebody who acts the fool, knocks themselves down before anybody else can do it to them. Not very promising material in a side, a kid like Ratso. Well, what do you do with somebody who’s actually happy sitting out most of the season on the sub’s bench and goofing it up in the changing room? Where’s the aggression, the will to win? Where do you find the steel in somebody like that? We’d done well to actually get Ratso off the bench and into the side, but there was an awful long way to go. He just didn’t take himself seriously.


But if Ratso’s hard work, you should try having Gordon Jones in your team. Gord’s got everything against him. For a start, he just isn’t one of us. He’s off the posh estate and that lame-brain manager we used to have, Bobby Jones, that’s Gord’s dad. The Joneses have a nice new detached house up on Mersey Park, overlooking the Diamond. And in front of the nice new house is a nice new car. But is Bobby Jones satisfied with a nice new house and a nice new car? No way. He has to come down the Diamond, slumming it, doing charitable works for us, the Great Unwashed. That’s what really got our backs up, the way he looked down his nose at us. Like we were nothing. You know what, somebody like that would wipe their feet on your soul, and never even give you a second look. So Gord’s got all that to live down. Which probably explains the way he is. I mean, he’s pathetic. Spineless. The original invertebrate kid. (Ratso told me that one. Dead clever, Ratso. Swallowed a dictionary with his mother’s milk.)


Gord’s been under the thumb so long, he’s got fingerprints on his head. He’s a big lad, built like the Albert Dock, but he never uses his size. He’s too rotten soft. That’s what comes of being wrapped in cotton wool for eleven years.


And that’s the challenge. How to turn the likes of Ratso and Gord into a team. You think I’ve bitten off more than I can chew? Like I said before, with a team like the Diamonds you’ve got to start at the pain barrier.




Two


Gord was watching the game with Blessed Hearts from the subs’ bench. Only it wasn’t a bench, just the cool-box where Ronnie Mintoe kept the refreshments. Gord found himself tracking the new manager as he paced the touch-line. A more different man to his father would have been hard to imagine. Lean and wiry, with short, silvery-grey hair, Ronnie was quiet and intense. If he had nothing to say, his mouth stayed firmly shut. His idea was to let the Diamonds do their talking the only way they knew how – with their footy boots. What’s more, he cared about the boys. Gord hugged his stomach as if he was in pain. To his dad the team had never been more than a bit of charity work, a gang of kids to boss about. Whereas Ronnie Mintoe was part of his team, Bobby had always been detached, a superior being. There might only be a big creosote fence separating Mersey Park up on the hill from the sprawling Diamond estate below, but it may as well have been the Great Wall of China.


‘Think yourself lucky,’ Gord’s dad used to tell him, ‘that you don’t have to grow up in that dump. No son of mine wastes his life hanging round on street corners.’


Hardly a day went by without Gord being reminded of his advantages in life. Just one thing nagged at his dad. He’d been ditched as manager by a bunch of no-hopers from that estate. It was more than an upwardly-mobile deputy assistant manager in tele-sales could take. It was like coming second in a slimming contest – to Mr Blobby. Talk about wounded pride. Gord had had to beg and plead before he’d been allowed to stay in the team. His dad hadn’t half gone on. ‘No son of mine plays with a shower like that if he can help it.’ But Gord wanted to play with a shower like that. More than anything.


‘Hey, Gord,’ came a reedy voice. ‘Keep an eye on my ghetto-blaster, will you?’


Gord smiled at Ratso, grateful for the attention. The lads had hardly acknowledged his existence that Sunday morning. ‘Sure, no problem.’


‘What did he want, the Ratcliffe boy?’


Gord winced. His dad was back from sounding off to John O’Hara’s dad about the proper way to run a team. His way.


‘He asked me to watch this for him.’


‘So what did his last servant die of? They’re using you, son.’


Gord looked away, his eyes prickling with frustration. He just wanted to be left alone for once. But he didn’t tell his dad that. He didn’t dare. On the field the game was underway, and the Diamonds were under the cosh. Ronnie Mintoe’s nephew Jimmy made a tackle in the box. It looked good to Gord, but the ref blew anyway. Penalty.


‘Come off it, ref,’ complained Ronnie. ‘That was a good tackle.’


‘That’s right,’ said Gord, faltering under his dad’s withering glare. ‘He played the ball.’


‘Still a penalty,’ his dad observed. He was enjoying the Diamonds’ discomfort.


Gord said a prayer to the All-Saving God of Goalies in the great Goodison Park in the sky, but it was a well-taken penalty kick. Daz Kemble could only palm it into his own net. They were one-nil down. He glanced across at his dad.


‘Something wrong?’ came the frosty challenge.


‘No, Dad,’ said Gord, lowering his eyes. ‘Nothing wrong.’


His Dad wasn’t allowed to gloat for long. Dave Lafferty put the Diamonds back on terms with a rasping volley, the sort that would be in every TV compilation. If junior football was on telly, that is!


‘Well,’ said Ronnie turning to Gord’s dad. ‘Credit where credit’s due, Bobby. That was good finishing.’


Bobby just grunted, and if Dave Lafferty’s strike had put him in a bad mood, the next goal plunged him into deep depression. He hated Kev McGovern, and there was the Guv lurking at the far post to stab the ball in from close range.


‘Goal!’


All of a sudden everybody was leaping about, fists punching the air. Not Bobby. He just stood there with a sour face. Like he’d been munching lemons.


‘Oh, come on, Dad,’ Gord ventured. ‘Lighten up. We’re winning, aren’t we? We’ll be through to the quarter finals of the Challenge Cup.’


‘There’s a long way to go yet.’


Gord’s head sagged. He was dying to cheer the Diamonds on, but he couldn’t forget his dad, brooding, resentful, putting a dampener on everything. That’s the way he was. He crushed the life out of you.


‘There’s the whistle,’ said Ronnie Mintoe. ‘Up you get, boys. Let’s sort the refreshments.’


Gord and Carl, the other sub, stood up so Ronnie could get the orange out of the cool-box.


‘Going well, isn’t it, Ronnie?’ asked Gord. He felt it was a brave thing to do in front of his dad. Like siding with the enemy.


The second half had hardly begun when the Diamonds let Blessed Hearts back into the game.


‘Soft goal,’ muttered Carl. Gord nodded grimly.


Ronnie Mintoe was more vocal in his dismay. ‘Oh, for crying out loud. That was your ball, Mattie. Close them down. Keep tight on your man.’


Only that morning, Mattie couldn’t have kept tight on a tortoise with a wooden leg. Less than a minute later he was beaten again. The Diamonds were three-two down.


‘Told you,’ said Gord’s dad.


Get stuffed.


Only Gord didn’t say it to his face. Just, ‘That was Mattie’s fault again.’


Ronnie agreed. ‘Gordon,’ he said, ‘Get your trackie off. You’re on instead of Matt.’


Gord noticed the venomous expression on Carl Bain’s face. ‘Me?’


‘That’s right,’ said Ronnie. ‘Why, don’t you want a game?’


‘What’s going on, Ronnie?’ Carl demanded irritably. ‘That wally’s never been much cop. Why him?’


‘Team selection’s my job,’ said Ronnie in a prickly voice Gord barely recognized. ‘The only thing wrong with his football was that he was played out of position.’


‘Oh yeah,’ sneered Carl.


Ronnie ignored him and turned to Gord. ‘Listen, son. I think your dad made a mistake playing you as a striker, but I reckon you can do a job for us at the back. You’ve shown me what you can do on our little training sessions at the Community Centre. Now it’s time to do it on the pitch. You’re big enough. The question is, are you up for it?’


Gord didn’t need to answer. Instead, he started peeling off his track suit while Carl nursed the humiliation of being passed over.


‘Come on, Mattie. You’re off, son.’


Gord’s heart was beating. No, hammering, pounding out a war chant on his Adam’s Apple.


‘Why me?’ Mattie was protesting.


‘Get a move on, Matt,’ said Ronnie firmly. ‘Now.’


Mattie stalked to the touch-line. ‘You mean you’re putting soft lad on instead of me?’


Gord couldn’t even look Mattie in the eye. He could barely breathe. As he ran on he could feel the other boys’ eyes on him. Carl and Mattie especially, but not just them. All those eyes burning into him like lasers. They hadn’t forgotten the wasted games he’d played as the league’s most ill-suited centre forward, foisted on the team by his dad.


It was time to put things right.


‘So where are you going to play the plank, Ronnie?’ asked Guv.


Ronnie ignored the word plank. ‘In Mattie’s place.’


Guv frowned, then nodded to Ant. ‘Looks like you’ve got a new partner.’


‘Gee thanks,’ grumbled Ant, ‘Another passenger. Let us down,’ he warned Gord as he slotted in as a central defender, ‘and I’ll burst you.’


Gord could feel his eyes stinging. He felt alone and exposed. And scared of Ant.


‘I mean it,’ Ant continued, spitting noisily on the turf. ‘I don’t know what Ronnie’s playing at, lumbering me with you, but one cock-up and you’re dead.’


Gord nodded nervously and said another silent prayer to the Great God of Footballers. No cock-ups. Please. Then he heard a shout. It was Guv.


‘Gord,’ he was yelling angrily. ‘Wake up. Watch Costello.’


‘Got him, Guv,’ came the stammered reply. His first test had arrived before he had time to catch his breath.


Costello was Blessed Hearts’ driving force and he was bearing down on Gord. Gord watched him jinking left and right, inviting him to dive in. But Gord held off. He watched his man, following the ball, making half-turns this way and that to cover any break. Then Costello made up his mind, pushing the ball to his left. Gord felt a rush of adrenalin. This was it. He saw his chance and slid his opponent. He felt the thump of the ball on his shin. He’d done it. He’d won the ball cleanly. Cool as you like. No cock-up.


‘Gord Almighty!’ cried Guv disbelievingly.


‘Nice one,’ said Ant. His voice was a grudging snarl. ‘Yeah, keep it up.’ Then the barbed comment, just to show he wasn’t going soft. ‘If you can.’


It was about as close to praise as you got from Anthony Glover. Gord smiled inside. But it was no use looking round for any more encouragement. The ball was already up the other end of the field and the tackle was forgotten as the Diamonds pressed for the equalizer. Gord watched Dave Lafferty jog up to take a free-kick on the edge of the box. It was a stunner. Three-all.


‘Come on, lads,’ shouted Ratso, clapping his hands. ‘We can win this one.’ Then, as he passed Gord: ‘That was a boss tackle, Gordon lad. Kept us in the game.’


Suddenly Gord wasn’t just smiling inside. He was beaming! The feeling didn’t last long. He spotted Mattie and Carl bending Ratso’s ear from the touch-line. Gord knew what they’d be saying. What was Ratso doing talking to Gordon the moron? Had he forgotten whose side he was on? Then the Blessed Hearts’ skipper Costello sobered Gord up good style. He’d got away from Ant on the right. The speed of the attack had split the Diamonds’ defence wide open, and Costello was about to go round Daz. With the goalie beaten, he would be left with a simple tap-in. That’s when Gord reacted. A goal just before the final whistle would ruin everything. Nobody would remember his tackle if they lost.


‘Hunnh!’ Gord gave a loud grunt as he threw out his leg.


With relief, he saw the ball holding up in the muddy goalmouth. Commit himself and he was bound to make contact. The trouble was, at full stretch he would have no control over where it went.


Another word to the God of Footballers. Please.


Gord hit it with the outside of his boot. Not an own goal. Pllleeease.


He rolled on to his side and watched it trickling away. Past the outside of the post and away for a corner. He’d cleared it. There was a moment’s silence. Then people were calling his name. ‘Gord Almighty!’ they were roaring. Even his dad looked happy.


‘Amazing,’ said Ratso. ‘Truly amazing.’


Only Carl and Mattie cast a cloud over the celebrations. They just stood on the line, arms stubbornly folded. For once, Gord didn’t let the hostile looks get to him. The Diamonds had the opposition rocking and he’d played his part in turning the game.
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