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Rough Diamonds


THE SQUAD


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


Manager: Ronnie Mintoe





PART ONE




An Injury To One …





One



Some people have all luck. Dave Lafferty, for one.


Between the two of us, it’s me and Dave who make the Diamonds tick. Sure, we’ve got plenty of cracking players, but without the pair of us something would definitely be missing. The way I see it, the Rough Diamonds are a team with two hearts, which is just as well because the estate where we live – the Diamond in the north end of Liverpool – is a boring dump with no heart at all. Anyway, about the two hearts. There’s me, Kev McGovern, the Guv’nor. I captain the side. Midfield general, grafter, spoiler, creator. You name it, I’ll do it. The point about me is that I’m a one-hundred-percenter. My team is my crusade. My team strip is my religion. Which makes each match part of a holy war. I tell you, I give my all … then some. My opponent may be a better player, a Pele, a Keegan, a Cantona, a Ronaldo, a football genius. I don’t care. Most times, I’ll still come out on top. It’s the hunger, you see. It’s always there, this gnawing pain inside me. All my life I’ve had people telling me I’m nobody, a loser. Well, they can say what they like. There’s one thing I do know, I’ll never go down without a fight.


Dave’s different. Everything I have to work for, everything I have to practice and try over and over again, is effortless for him, it just comes naturally. We read about this Greek feller in school once, Achilles or something. The gods dipped him in a magic river when he was a baby, and it turned him into a sort of superhero. Colossal strength, fantastic bravery, you know the scene. A kind of atomic Gladiator. Not the sort of geezer to tangle with. The way I see it, there’s a sporting heaven somewhere with a big, shining river running right through it and these gods must have come along and dipped our Davey in the waters. How else do you explain a kid who’s brilliant at everything? I mean, I love footy. Eat it, breathe it, sleep it – I live for it — but only footy. It’s my passion. My only one. I couldn’t care less about any of these other sports. They’re just distractions. I’m bored stiff all summer, waiting for August and the first kick-off. The close season’s a complete nightmare. If you ask me, June, July and August are a one-hundred-day prison sentence with a football-shaped hole through the middle. Not for Dave. He’s great at athletics, brilliant at rounders, swims like a fish, excels at cricket. And he’s good at his school work. Makes you sick, doesn’t he?


Come to think of it, I always thought Dave was even better than this Achilles character. Achilles had a problem, you see. When the gods dipped him in that river, they had to hang on to him somewhere, so his heel never got dipped. And that’s how his enemies did him in. They found his weakness and shot him through the heel. That’s why Dave had one over on old Achilles. He didn’t have a weakness. The jammy beggar is good at everything. I was jealous, I suppose. It didn’t matter how hard I work, how many hours I banged a ball against the community centre wall, I was always outshone by Lucky Dave Lafferty.


If I scored a couple of goals, he’d get a hat-trick. If I beat my man, he’d go round two of them. It wasn’t just that he was a football hero, either. He’s always been happy in a way I’ll never be. You should see him out with his mum and dad. His parents actually hold hands. And that’s after being married for fifteen years! Mine split up ages ago. Put them together in one room and it’s like a rotten civil war. Honestly, as we came to the end of our first season in the South Sefton Junior League, I would have given my right arm to swap places with Dave. Come to think of it, I’d have given both arms! It sounds awful, I know, but I suppose I was half hoping he did have an Achilles heel, after all. I don’t wish him any harm, of course. He’s a mate. But just for once it would have been nice to see that he was human like the rest of us.


That’s where the enemy came in. Luke Costello and Andy ‘Brain Damage’ Ramage. Unlike me, they did wish Dave harm. And how! They’re a pair of real low-lifes. Costello’s the brains. Brain Damage – you can spot him by the way he drags his knuckles on the ground – provides the muscle. They hate the Diamonds, you see, every one of us, but most of their hatred is directed at yours truly. Costello and Brain Damage are the sort who have to tread all over somebody else so they can walk tall, putting the frighteners on anybody who seems weaker than them. They want to be cocks of the estate but I keep getting in their way. They’ve tried taking me head on and failed.


A couple of months back, Costello came up with this master plan to get the Diamonds knocked out in the Challenge Cup semi-final, only we rumbled them. So he had to watch while we beat Ajax Aintree, one of the best sides in the league. He must have been really choked. Then after the match I went and rubbed his nose in it even further. I shouted his name and when he turned round I drove the ball smack in his face, and there’s a bit of power in this right peg of mine. I didn’t half enjoy it, watching his stupid head snap back. As I watched him crawling away with his lousy mates, I knew he’d be really sore, but I didn’t care. We were through to the Cup final, and that’s what mattered. In the back of my mind, though, this voice was telling me not to relax, not to take my eye off the poison pair even for a second. They would be determined to get at me another way. But little did I know how successful they would be. Little did I know that they’d be the ones to find Dave’s weak spot and use it against the Diamonds.




Two


Dave squatted on his haunches and watched the celebrations. They’d done well, but he wasn’t completely swept along with the euphoria. By his own standards, the Challenge Cup semi-final had been a pretty ordinary performance. He’d held the line up front for most of the game and set up two of the goals in Jamie Moore’s winning hat-trick. Yes, definitely ordinary.


‘Did you see what Daz did?’ Jimmy Mintoe was saying. ‘I mean, whoever heard of an attacking goalie?’


‘And what about Jamie?’ laughed Kev. ‘A hat-trick. That’s some way to mark your return to the side.’


‘So who do we play in the final?’ asked Gordon Jones.


It wasn’t difficult to work out what he was thinking. In Ajax Aintree they’d beaten a side four points clear in the race for the league title. Surely the Diamonds had nothing to fear from anyone else?


‘The final!’ said Joey Bannen, as if he’d never dared mention the possibility before. He rolled the words on his tongue like the sweetest of toffees. ‘We’d better take a look at our opponents.’


‘That’s a point,’ said Kev. ‘I’m not even sure who we’ll be playing.’ He glanced at Ronnie Mintoe, their manager.


‘Sorry, lads,’ said Ronnie, ‘I’ve got to get our Michael to his match now.’


Michael was Ronnie’s eighteen-year-old son. He watched most of the Diamonds’ matches from his wheelchair.


‘Come on, Mike,’ said Ronnie, giving the wheelchair a push over a troublesome divot.


‘But who do we play in the final?’


Michael laughed. ‘Why not ask the oracle?’


The oracle was a scrawny bag of bones by the name of Peter Ratcliffe, Ratso to his mates. What he didn’t know about football could be written on the back of a silicon chip.


‘Only one way to find out,’ said Ratso. ‘It looks like they’re still playing over the far side. Follow me.’


‘Oh, come on, Ratso,’ moaned Ant Glover. ‘You must know. Don’t keep us in suspenders. Who is it?’


Ratso gave a superior smile and led the way across the playing-field.


‘Anyway,’ said Joey Bannen as he tagged along. ‘What’s this match Mike’s off to?’


‘He does that wheelchair basketball,’ said Kev. ‘Haven’t you noticed his arms? Muscles like bags of grapefruit.’


‘Want to know who we’re playing, do you?’ asked Ratso, interrupting their conversation. ‘Well, here they are.’


By the look on his face, Ratso had a surprise in store. He didn’t disappoint. Stopping suddenly, he stabbed a bony finger towards Pitch Five.


‘Oh, not that lot again,’ groaned Gord, seeing the green-and-white hooped shirts in front of him.


‘Longmoor Celtic,’ groaned John O’Hara. ‘I hope they don’t get through.’


Kev ignored the fainthearts alongside him. ‘What’s the score, mate?’ he asked one of the dads on the touch-line.


‘Six-three.’


‘Who to?’


‘Who do you think? My lad’s side, Celtic.’


John lowered his eyes and shook his head. ‘Typical.’ He was a hundred proof grump. He’d find something to complain about in heaven.


‘Oh, shut up, misery,’ said Kev.


‘How long to go?’ asked Jimmy.


The dad consulted his watch. ‘The ref should blow any time now. We were late getting started. Some of the St Bede’s boys were caught in traffic on the East Lancs. Lights were out, or something.’


‘Longmoor flipping Celtic,’ sighed John. ‘It might as well be Juventus for all the chance they’ll give us.’


‘Behave,’ said Ant. ‘They’re nothing special.’


‘Oh no?’ said Ratso. ‘If that’s what you think then you’ve got a short memory.’ He was referring to their league encounter, a bruising affair that went the Diamonds’ way three-two.


‘We won, didn’t we?’ demanded Ant.


‘Yeah,’ said John, his usual gloomy self, ‘by the skin of our teeth.’


‘They battered us for most of the game,’ said Ratso. ‘You can’t say they didn’t.’


‘Whose side are you on, anyway?’ asked Ant, rounding on him. ‘Since when did you stick up for Grumbling John?’


‘I’ll tell you who I stick up for,’ Ratso said. ‘The Diamonds. No axes to grind. I’m a team player. I don’t agree with John making out Longmoor are invincible, but we’d be stupid to under-estimate them. If there’s a side in this league who could pip Ajax for the championship, you’re looking at it.’


‘Ratso’s right,’ said Dave. ‘Just look how they defend.’


St Bede’s were making a forward run, but their progress came to a halt as a tall mid-fielder put in a strong physical challenge.


‘That lad rings a bell,’ said Jimmy.


‘Nosmo,’ said Gord ruefully. ‘I remember him, all right.’


John ‘Nosmo’ King was the Longmoor skipper. He was a first year at Scarisbrick High and twelve months older than the Diamonds who were still in Year Six. The extra year’s growth showed. Nosmo had the strength to shrug off the St Bede’s player and come away with the ball in one controlled movement.


‘We’ll have our work cut out,’ Dave observed. ‘We caught them by surprise last time. They won’t fall for the same tricks twice.’


‘So what do we do?’ grunted Ant. ‘Lie down and die?’


‘Don’t be soft,’ scolded Kev. ‘The Diamonds are fighters. We do our homework, we put in the time on the training-field and we push them every inch of the way.’


‘Then we get beaten,’ said John.


‘Oh, shut him up, somebody,’ said Ant, ‘or I’ll do it the hard way.’


Just men the whistle went and the lads in green-and-white raised their arms in a victory salute.


‘They’ll walk the final,’ said the dad. ‘I was talking to the manager. He nipped across for a few minutes to watch the opposition. Bunch of two-bit scallies. Beats me how they won against a class outfit like Ajax.’


‘We,’ Kev announced pointedly, ‘are the opposition.’


The dad didn’t show any embarrassment. He didn’t even flinch. ‘Still down the bottom end of the league, aren’t you, lads?’


‘Yes, so?’


‘So our John’s lot are challenging for the championship. They’ve been up there all season snapping at Ajax’s heels, and now they’re only four points adrift. And they’ve still got to play them. Could be a Championship decider.’


‘So what?’ said Ratso, determined to bring the boastful dad back down to earth. ‘We beat them a few weeks ago.’


‘It won’t happen again,’ said the dad. ‘You took our lads by surprise. They’ll hammer you in the final. Be warned, our John says they’re really up for it.’


‘Get lost,’ snarled Ant, but Gord butted in immediately.


‘John,’ he asked. ‘John who?’


‘John King. Why?’


The Diamonds went quiet. They realized that they were talking to Nosmo’s dad, of all people.


‘Hello,’ came a voice. ‘Meeting the opposition, are you, Dad?’


Talk of the devil. It was Nosmo himself.


‘We’ll have you, Diamonds.’


‘In your dreams,’ retorted Guv. ‘We’ve thumped you once, remember.’


‘Thumped is the word for it,’ said Nosmo, glaring at Gord. ‘You’re the dirtiest side we’ve played this season. You only won by kicking us off the pitch.’


‘What are you on about?’


‘He knows.’ Nosmo was staring fixedly at Gord.


Gord re-lived his marrow-jarring collision with the Celtic attacker. ‘That was an accident.’


‘Yes, sure,’ snorted Nosmo, eyeing the Diamonds’ central defender with undisguised hostility. ‘And I’m Pamela Anderson.’


Some of his team-mates chortled appreciatively.


‘Like to have a bet on the outcome this time?’ asked Nosmo.


Ratso went bright red. They’d had a bet last time round, only Ratso had had to borrow fifteen pounds out of his mum’s purse to do it. Without permission. He had got into real hot water for that little escapade. ‘No bets,’ he said. ‘We’ll sort this out on the football field.’ He paused, staring into Nosmo’s eyes. ‘Come to think of it, we’ve got two bites of the cherry.’


One of Nosmo’s team-mates nudged him and handed him a fixture list. Nosmo glanced down and gave a low whistle. ‘Well, well. You’re right, we’ve still got another meeting in the league before the final. Better get yourselves a spade, lads, because we’re going to bury you. Both times.’


‘No chance,’ said Guv. ‘We turned you over once, and we’ll do it again.’


‘Never in a million years.’


‘Oh no?’ said Guv. ‘So who’s going to stop us?’


Little did the Diamonds know, but at that very moment the answer just might have been standing on the other side of Jacob’s Lane.


‘All right, Luke, so what happened to your clever plan?’ asked Brain Damage. ‘I told you we should have just done them while we had the chance.’


‘Oh, grow up,’ snapped Costello. ‘McGovern would love that. He can handle you any time, Andy. He’s done it often enough.’


‘He got lucky,’ said Brain Damage.


‘You make your own luck,’ said Costello. There was a touch of contempt in his voice that got under Brain Damage’s skin.


‘Meaning?’


‘The point is,’ said Costello, ignoring Brain Damage, ‘we’re not going to get one over on McGovern and his crew without showing a bit of nous.’


‘You said that last time.’


‘And,’ Costello told him, ‘I’ll keep saying it until you get it through your thick skull. We’ll need more than the old knuckle to sort out McGovern. If you go face-to-face with him, you’re fighting on his terms. No, we need to come up with something better.’


‘Like what?’ asked Tez Cronin. He’d always been Brain Damage’s right-hand man. Then along came Costello to take over leadership of the gang. Which made Tez the right-hand man’s right-hand man. He felt the demotion keenly, but not as keenly as Brain Damage. It’s no fun being an ex-leader.


‘I’m thinking,’ said Costello. He looked around his gang. His old mate Jelly Wobble was there, and as well as Brain Damage and Tez, there were three other boys. Enough to be a thorn in McGovern’s flesh, but enough to make him crack? Costello didn’t think so, somehow. It was the shouts from the match still being played on the pitch that gave him an idea.


‘What does McGovern care about most in the world?’ he wondered out loud.


‘Dunno,’ said Brain Damage.


Costello rolled his eyes. Damage by name, damage by nature.


The gesture irritated Brain Damage. Costello didn’t miss a chance to stamp his authority – usually on Brain Damage’s face. ‘Oh, how should I know? The Diamonds, I suppose.’


Costello nodded. ‘Exactly, and that’s how we get back at him. We find the weak link.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Meaning we wreck the team.’


Costello took in the puzzled faces of the gang. ‘Oh, what are you like? McGovern’s got his heart set on the Challenge Cup, hasn’t he?’


‘Ye-es,’ said Brain Damage, still wondering where all this was leading.


‘Don’t you see? If we can just stop them winning the Cup, they’ll collapse like a pack of cards. Then we can get them at each other’s throats. After that it’s bye bye McGovern.’


Suddenly Brain Damage was smiling. ‘And hello us.’ Life would be the way it had been before McGovern arrived on the scene. Brain Damage could see it already. Throwing his weight around, nicking stuff off the wimps, basking in the sheer fright on his victims’ faces. He’d be cock of the estate again. A greedy smirk spread across his face.


Costello grinned too. ‘You up for it, then?’


‘Try holding me back.’


‘That’s more like the Andy Ramage we all know and love.’


‘But what do we actually do?’ asked Tez.


Costello rubbed his chin. ‘For starters, we need a full list of their team.’


‘Me and Tez can work that out,’ said Brain Damage. ‘McGovern and Jamie Moore go to Cropper Lane. The rest are at Our Lady’s. My cousin goes there. He’ll know them all.’


‘Good,’ said Costello. ‘You get on to him. Then we need a fixture list. I should have one at home. After all, I’m still registered as a player for Blessed Hearts.’


‘Then?’ asked Brain Damage.


‘Then,’ said Costello, stroking the side of his face where Guv’s purposefully-aimed ball had struck him. ‘We smash them.’




Three


That Dave Lafferty, he’s one jammy beggar. I tell you, you could drop him off the top of Blackpool Tower and he’d land on his feet and walk away. We were just giving Longmoor Celtic a bit of verbal last Sunday morning when along came George Rogan. He runs the South Sefton Junior League, but that’s not why we try to catch his eye whenever he’s around. No, George isn’t just the League secretary, he’s a scout for Everton. If he spots any promising players, he gives the club the nod. Impress George Rogan and you could be taking the first step to a YTS with the Blues.


And that’s just what Dave’s been doing, impressing him. Anyway, George came over and collared Ronnie, our manager. You know what he said? Dave reminded him of a younger version of Mark Hughes. Now that’s some comparison. Mark Hughes has played for Man United, Barcelona and Chelsea. I could see the similarities right away. Dave leads from the front and intimidates defenders with his strength. He’s the ace target man, shielding the ball with his back to the goal then spraying out telling passes. What’s more, he’s got two good feet and heads the ball like an educated sea lion. He’s not that tall but he can put up with a bit of rough handling and give as good as he gets. I’ve seen defenders climbing all over him and he just leans into them and shrugs them out of the way.


Me, Ant and Bashir were green with envy. And when George asked if he could talk to Dave’s mum and dad, we went even greener. Dave was going to get a trial. It was obvious. We watched him. He’d gone bright red with embarrassment, but he was proud and excited, too. It was something we all dreamed about, taking the field with a Premiership club. It was a passport to heaven. Your own flash car with your name on the side, loads of money, and the worship of tens of thousands of adoring fans.
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