




[image: image]






Some You
Win …


Alan Gibbons is a full-time writer and a visiting speaker and lecturer at schools, colleges and literary events nationwide, including the major book festivals: Edinburgh, Northern Children’s Book Festival, Swansea, Cheltenham, Sheffield and Salford. Alan has recently embarked on a high profile, nationwide campaign to champion libraries and librarianship and to reevaluate government commitment to educational spending.





Also by Alan Gibbons:


Blood Pressure
Caught In The Crossfire
The Dark Beneath
The Defender
The Edge
Julie and Me and Michael Owen Makes Three


The Legendeer Trilogy


Shadow of the Minotaur
Vampyr Legion
Warriors of the Raven


The Lost Souls


Rise of the Blood Moon
Setting of a Cruel Sun


Hell’s Underground:


1. Scared to Death
2. The Demon Assassin
3. Renegade
4. Witch Breed





Some You
Win …


Alan Gibbons


[image: image]





PART ONE



Some You Lose





One



Kev made a despairing lunge, but Jelly Wobble was past him. Like a ferret up a rotten drain-pipe, Kev thought gloomily. A big, fat ferret, and the drain-pipe was his side’s 18-yard box. Sold the dummy, and by that ugly lump.


‘Nail him, Guv!’


‘Close him down.’


The shouts of Kev’s team-mates were more in desperation than hope, but it was a waste of breath. He was in no position to close anybody down. Seeing the danger from a speculative through-ball too late, he had thrown himself into a sliding tackle that left him floundering in the wake of the heavyweight Blessed Hearts’ striker. Where did a tub of lard like that get his speed from? He was like jet-propelled tripe with attitude.


‘Rats!’


Kev breathed his dismay through thin, chapped lips and struggled to his feet just in time to see Jelly Wobble working a nifty one-two with the only supporting attacker in the box.


‘Spread yourself,’ came a hoarse adult voice. Their manager, Bobby Jones, was bouncing up and down on the touch-line, bawling his head off. ‘Stand big, Joey. Narrow the angle.’


But asking Joey Bannen to stand big was like getting a hippo to bungee-jump. It just wasn’t going to happen. Unnerved by the sight of the Blessed Hearts’ strike force closing on him, he had gone to ground, a petrified little rabbit facing the foxes over a sea of mud.


It took no more than a lightly-weighted chip to put the ball over the tiny goal-keeper. Kev ground his teeth as the ball slapped the back of the rain-drenched net in a shower of silvery droplets.


Three-nil. Three stinking nil! And the Dog and Gunners were losing to Blessed Hearts of all people.


Kev’s past had come back to haunt him good style. Any minute, he thought, any teeth-gnashing minute they’ll be over here gloating. Football was meant to be the making of him. He’d promised himself – out of trouble and into glory. Instead, every missed pass, every over-struck cross, every defensive blunder was like a razor cut, reminding him what a no-hoper he was. He just couldn’t seem to get his head above water. He closed his eyes against the thin winter sunlight and allowed his head to sag.


‘Lost your way a bit then, didn’t you, McGovern?’


He gave Jelly Wobble a sullen stare. He’d never liked the lad when they were neighbours back in Kirkdale. Now he detested him. JW was a reminder of a life he’d rather forget, a life that, despite his efforts, had its foot on his neck.


‘Shut it, you.’


‘Make me.’


It was the wrong thing to say. The taunts could still get to him. Jelly Wobble started smirking all over his creamy moon face. He was revelling in Kev’s discomfort.


‘You’re not worth the effort,’ Kev snarled. That’s it. Hit him with a superior put-down and arrogant stare down the nose.


But Jelly Wobble wasn’t fazed. He had his own line in put-downs. ‘What is it with you anyway, McGovern?’ he asked. ‘This isn’t the sort of match you’re usually interested in.’


His fingers were striking imaginary Swan Vestas. Kev stiffened. It was never going to go away, was it? His one big mistake, and there it was, tattoed right across his forehead. Kevin McGovern – fire-raiser.


‘It was old man Nolan you torched, wasn’t it?’


‘It was an accident.’


‘Yeah, well you would say that, wouldn’t you?’


Kev saw Jamie Moore trotting over to lend a bit of moral support. ‘Something up?’


‘Ask him,’ said Jelly Wobble, making his way back to the centre circle. ‘We go way back, don’t we, McGovern?’


‘What was all that about?’ asked Jamie.


‘Just a slimeball with a big mouth.’


‘But what exactly was the slimeball mouthing off about?’


Kev was getting a rush of prickles down his back and neck. ‘The time I got into trouble,’ he said. ‘Last summer.’


‘Oh.’ Jamie looked troubled for a moment. For ages his parents had forbidden him to knock around with Kev because of the smell of danger that hung round him. It was only in the last week or so that they had changed their minds. It seemed Kev was finally out of the leper colony, on account of his being a reformed character. Well, that was the story.


‘The feller who died, you mean?’ Jamie asked. ‘So how does the fat kid know what happened?’


‘See this lot?’ Kevin explained, indicating the opposition. ‘I know them. They’re lads from the estate I used to live on before we moved to the Diamond. Jelly Wobble lived round the corner from me.’


‘You could have told me!’ said Jamie.


‘I thought of giving this morning a miss altogether,’ said Kev. ‘I wish I had done.’


‘Oh well,’ said Jamie. ‘At least I know why they’ve been paying you so much attention.’


Kev nodded ruefully. ‘They’ve been on my back since they clocked me in the changing rooms. Anyway, let’s talk about it later. There’s a game to pull out of the fire.’


Gordon Jones had just rolled the ball to John O’Hara to re-start the match. John took stock of play and lofted it towards Kev as he crossed the halfway line.


‘Guv,’ John shouted. ‘On to Ant.’


Kev smiled. Anthony Glover was Ant because of the way the lads said his name – Ant Knee. And because he scurried round the football pitch as if he had three pairs of legs.


‘Guv, Guv,’ he called, running into space.


Kev brought the ball down expertly with the top of his foot. Time to show them how he’d earned the nickname. Time to take charge. He struck the ball hard across field, but it was over-hit. It skidded off the greasy turf and ran harmlessly out of play.


‘Oh, for crying out loud,’ moaned Ant. ‘I’d slipped my marker then. All I needed was a half-decent ball.’


Kev held up his hands. ‘Sorry.’


Anything half-decent seemed beyond him that Sunday morning. Just when he thought he’d left his past behind him, Jelly Wobble and co had to happen. Like a plague of boils.


‘Sorry?’ grumbled Ant. ‘Sorry doesn’t win matches.’


To Kev’s relief nothing had come of the Blessed Hearts’ attack and Jimmy Mintoe was already bringing the ball out of defence. Kev found himself admiring the close control. Jimmy was a natural wing-back, good in the tackle but quick and creative on the break. He was some dribbler too. It was as if the ball was superglued to his boot. Licking boys Kev’s new team might be, but they weren’t without a bit of flair. It was a puzzle really. What were they doing limping along so badly at the bottom of the table?


‘Jimmy,’ he cried, slipping behind two flat-footed opponents. ‘Come on, cross it.’


He could see it all, two of the Blessed Hearts’ defenders pulled out of position, their full-back returning from an attacking run and nobody else in sight. One burst of acceleration and he would have the goal at his mercy. Then he heard Bobby Jones’ voice booming from the touch-line. ‘You’ve had your instructions, son. Back into position.’


Kev hesitated. Jimmy was already steadying himself for the cross.


‘But …’


‘You heard me. Back. I’m not having us caught on the break.’


Kev pulled up in disbelief but not before Jimmy had flighted a sweet cross-field pass right into his path. Without anyone running on to it, it was a gift to the nearest Blessed Hearts’ centre-back. Kev winced as Jimmy started cursing him loudly for slowing up.


‘So what happened to you this time?’ Jimmy demanded angrily.


‘Ask Bobby. Called me back, didn’t he?’


Jimmy raised his eyes. ‘Take no notice of him. He’s a spare part, if ever there was one.’


Spare part or not, Bobby was the manager and he looked the sort who would drop anyone who tried to stand up to him.


‘Kevin,’ shouted Bobby. ‘Behind you.’


Kev spun round in time to see the Blessed Hearts’ skipper taking the ball in his stride and setting off down the left.


Luke Costello, he thought, another old enemy.


‘Well, don’t just stand there. That’s your man. Get into him.’


Kev powered after Costello, but he was already away. Before Kev could make up any ground Costello had hit a cross from the touch-line. It wasn’t particularly well-directed and nobody was quite sure if it was a shot or a cross, but the way things were going it didn’t matter. It dropped sickeningly over Joey Bannen’s flailing arms and into the net. Four-nil down and it wasn’t even half-time.


‘This your Terminator, Jamie?’ John O’Hara asked sarcastically. ‘ “Guv’s boss,” you said. “Fierce tackler,” you said. “Takes no prisoners,” you said. So how come two of their goals are down to him? Some Guv’nor.’


‘Give him a chance, John,’ said Jamie. ‘It’s only his first game for us. He doesn’t even know all the lads yet.’


‘It’ll be his last,’ John snorted irritably. ‘If this is how he plays.’


‘Behave,’ said Jamie. ‘We were on a losing streak well before Guv arrived. And we all know who that’s down to.’ He glanced towards the manager pacing out the touch-line. ‘Five defeats on the run and he wasn’t playing in any of those.’


John wasn’t listening. He had said his piece and was stamping away, shaking his head.


‘It’s all right,’ said Jamie. ‘He’s a right moaner. He had to have a go at somebody.’


‘No,’ said Kev. ‘It’s true. I’ve let you down.’


‘Forget it. Just play yourself into the match. Hello, here we go again.’


‘Push up,’ Bobby was shouting. ‘You’re giving them too much possession, and how’s about some service for Gordon?’


‘What’s the point?’ Jamie muttered under his breath. ‘He’s wasted every ball we’ve given him.’


The back of Kev’s neck was burning. He knew Blessed Hearts were laughing at him. Long, needling hyena guffaws that got him right in the pit of the stomach. They’d got their hooks into him and they were twisting the barb. What he wouldn’t give for a miraculous come-back.


‘Come on, lads,’ Jamie urged, clapping his hands. ‘Let’s put them under a bit of pressure. This is embarrassing.’ With that, he tapped the ball to Gordon from the spot.


‘Gord,’ shouted Dave Lafferty, peeling away to the left. ‘Quick.’


But it wasn’t in Gordon’s character to release the ball. Kev had him sussed already. He was a glory merchant. He couldn’t care less who was in space. Every time he got the ball he just made straight for goal. The Blessed Hearts’ defence loved it. They were closing on him, ready to snap him up like hungry Rottweilers.


‘Gordon,’ Jamie barked. ‘Pass it, will you?’


He didn’t. Instead he ran straight into the biggest of the Blessed Hearts’ centre-backs. It was suicidal – like charging a JCB head on.


‘Oh, that was very intelligent,’ groaned Dave Lafferty, looking down at a winded Gordon.


‘Ever heard of team-work?’


‘That’s good coming from you,’ snapped Bobby. He’d galloped anxiously on to the pitch the moment Gordon went down. ‘You put him off with all your belly-aching.’


‘I did what?’


‘You heard.’


‘Are you blind or stupid?’ fumed Dave. ‘You should be having a go at Superprat here, not me.’


Bobby’s face went white with anger. ‘That’s the team captain you’re talking about.’


‘Yeah? Well the way I see it he couldn’t skipper his way out of a paper bag! We’re four–nil down and he hasn’t even opened his gob yet.’


‘Right,’ said Bobby. ‘I’ve had enough of your lip. Next time the ball goes out of play I’m taking you off.’


‘Why wait?’ said Dave, storming off the pitch. ‘Here.’ He peeled off his faded sky-blue shirt and flung it at Bobby. ‘You can stick your team.’


The incident just about summed up the afternoon for the Dog and Gunners. Four–nil down and now Bobby had upset the only player who had given Blessed Hearts any trouble. Dave had actually hit the post when it was still nil–all.


‘Aw Bobby,’ moaned Jamie. ‘Go after him. That was out of order.’


‘You’ll be off as well if you start arguing with me,’ Bobby retorted. ‘Who’s the manager of this team, anyway?’


‘Don’t answer that,’ Jimmy advised, tugging Jamie’s shirt. ‘Let’s just try to get to half time without conceding another goal.’


Bobby didn’t even get round to bringing on a sub. Ninety seconds later the ref blew, giving the Dog and Gunners a few minutes respite from the misery of another drubbing.


‘Well,’ Bobby demanded as the team flopped disconsolately to the ground to have their orange. ‘And what do you call that?’


Nobody answered. The ten remaining players were still incensed over the row with Dave Lafferty. He had talent. He was a good laugh, too. Bobby, on the other hand, was about as popular as a dose of the flu.


‘Well? I asked you a question.’


Still no reply.


‘A shambles is what I’d call it,’ Bobby informed them. ‘Our defence had more holes than a colander.’


Jimmy and Ant gave him a furious glare. Who was he calling a colander?


‘John and Jamie,’ Bobby continued unperturbed. ‘You were far too deep.’


Jamie rolled his eyes. ‘I had to come deep,’ he said. ‘We couldn’t get the ball off them.’


‘As for you, Kevin,’ Bobby went on. ‘You’ve been about as much use as a glass buttock. How many times did I tell you before the kick-off? Man-to-man marking. Wherever that carrot top goes …’


‘Costello,’ Kev interrupted. ‘His name’s Luke Costello.’


‘Whatever,’ Bobby said dismissively. ‘Wherever he goes, you go. He’s taking us apart.’


‘But I like going forward,’ Kev protested. ‘Remember when you pulled me back? I could have scored then.’


‘And Barbie could keep goal for Everton,’ Bobby answered, provoking derisive laughter. Some of the boys hadn’t forgiven Kev his defensive errors. ‘Now listen, we had a game plan and I want you to stick to it. We’re playing four–four–three …’


‘What?’ Jamie interrupted. ‘You want the goalie playing upfield?’


‘You what?’


‘Four–four–three. That makes eleven, twelve with the goalie.’ Jamie gave the other lads a cheeky wink. ‘Do you know a rule we don’t?’


Kev was aware of a grey-haired man in a sheepskin coat a few yards away. He’d guessed he was one of the boys’ dads. He was shaking his head at every word Bobby said. Bobby was obviously aware of him too, but doing his best not to rise to the silent criticism.


‘All right, smart Alec,’ said Bobby. ‘Slip of the tongue. I meant four–four–two. Break down their attacks and hit it long out of defence. Gordon needs the ball if he’s going to score. He’s the only one playing.’


‘Could’ve fooled me,’ Kev whispered to Jamie. ‘What planet’s this feller living on? Gordon’s a pudding.’


‘Yes,’ Jamie replied. ‘But he’s Bobby’s pudding. Didn’t you know? They’re father and son.’


‘Oh, so that’s it.’


Jamie tapped his nose with his forefinger. ‘That’s all Bobby cares about. It’s our Gord this and our Gord that. We’ll be cleaning his boots if we don’t watch it.’


‘Yeah,’ said Kev, inspecting Gordon’s brand-new Predators. ‘He thinks he’s Gord Almighty.’


‘Gord Almighty,’ chuckled Jamie. ‘I like that.’


Bobby didn’t. He hadn’t heard Kev’s joke at the expense of his blue-eyed boy, but he didn’t like laughter in the ranks. ‘Settle down, lads,’ he said. ‘Now, Peter, I’m bringing you on in place of Dave.’


‘Me?’ asked a sallow, painfully-thin boy who’d spent the first half giving a running commentary on the game from behind the goal.


‘Yes you, Ratso,’ said Jimmy Mintoe. ‘Do you know any other kids by the name of Peter in the team?’


‘Ratso?’ Kev asked Jamie.


‘Pete Ratcliffe,’ Jamie explained. ‘Ratcliffe. Ratso.’


‘Suits him,’ said Kev. Mind you, polecat would have been just as appropriate. The lad was thin going on dead.


‘Not half as much as Guv suits you when you’re up for it,’ said Jamie. ‘What’s happened to the aggression all of a sudden? You’ve been doing it for the school team. Why not for the Doggies?’


Kev’s eyes were flicking nervously across at the Blessed Hearts’ boys.


‘I bet you could take this game by the scruff of the neck if you wanted,’ Jamie continued.


Kev followed his friend on to the pitch for the second half. If he wanted! He would like nothing better than to lead his side storming back into the game, but how do you play when you’re being reminded at every turn of the worst moment of your life? Remembering the hot July day when Mr Nolan suffered his heart attack. It was that that did for him, not the fire. Kev took a deep breath that shuddered through his chest. If only they’d let it rest. They didn’t though.


‘Burned any pensioners lately?’ Jelly Wobble taunted as he trotted by.


Kev started. ‘I didn’t burn him,’ he cried. ‘You know that. It was an accident.’


‘Yes, you accidentally set fire to his shed and accidentally gave him a heart attack.’


‘And,’ Luke Costello added, ‘accidentally cleared off afterwards.’


‘I never even knew he was there,’ Kev protested. ‘I never! We were just having a bit of fun. It got out of hand, that’s all.’


‘You know something?’ said Jelly Wobble. ‘You’re pathetic. My dad says they should have locked you up and thrown away the key.’


‘Kev,’ Jamie hissed. ‘Come away, will you? You’re losing it.’


‘Oh, he’s losing it all right,’ sneered Jelly Wobble. ‘Losing you the match, and all.’ He held up four fingers of his right hand and with the thumb and forefinger of his left he made a zero. It couldn’t have hurt more if he’d branded it on Kev’s skin.


‘Like to tell us the score, McGovern?’


It was only a sharp blast of the referee’s whistle that stopped the argument coming to a head.


‘We’ll have you, McGovern,’ said Luke Costello by way of a parting shot. ‘Just see if we don’t.’


‘Ignore them,’ said Jamie. ‘Let your feet do the talking.’


Kev had his chances to get into the game but each time he was tempted across the half-way line to pick up an inviting ball, there was Bobby waving him back into defence. The man in the sheepskin looked even more disgusted than he had at half-time. Kev was taking a liking to him.


‘For crying out loud, Bob,’ cried Kev. ‘I always go forward. It’s my natural game.’


‘This is my team,’ Bobby replied, ‘So you do as I say.’


‘Take no notice,’ said Ant sympathetically. ‘One decent crack at goal and he’ll have to leave you alone.’


‘You reckon?’


‘I know.’


Kev felt encouraged. Moments later he was given the opportunity to shine. Costello had the ball, but he was getting cocky. He’d pushed it too far ahead as he took it into the Dog and Gunners’ half. Kev was on him like a hawk, dispossessing him and punching a hole in the Hearts defence in one burst of acceleration.


‘Run it, Kev,’ shouted John O’Hara excitedly. His first-half grumbles were suddenly forgotten. Somewhere behind his back, Kev guessed that Bobby would be screaming his lungs out for him to stay in position, but he was away. His momentum had taken him to the edge of the Hearts’ box.


‘Kill him!’ screamed Costello, stranded ten yards away.


Kev drove into the area and rounded the keeper. It was an open goal. He could almost hear the celebrations ringing in his ears. Don’t swing at it, he told himself. Side-foot it. Accuracy not power. He picked his spot, then –


‘Ref. Penalty, ref!’


Kev had been tackled from behind and crashed heavily to the ground. He was hurt, but it didn’t matter. It would be his spot-kick, and no way was he going to miss. Not after the stick he’d taken from Costello and co. He was fired up. But where was the whistle? Kev rolled on to his side. The ball had bounced away and run free to Gord. Kev couldn’t believe it; the ref was actually letting play go on.


‘Trap it, Gord,’ called Jamie. ‘Plenty of time.’


He may as well have saved his breath. Gordon was doing a good impression of a disco-dancing giraffe. He swung at the ball and it spun away wildly, finally flattening the corner flag.


‘At least he hit the woodwork,’ gloated the Hearts’ goalie.


‘That was an open goal, Gord,’ raged Jamie. ‘An open flaming goal.’


‘Yeah, you berk.’


‘Space cadet!’


‘A worm could have popped out of the ground and nodded that in,’ groaned Ratso. ‘Blindfold!’


‘It should have been a penalty, anyway,’ added John.


‘That the best you can come up with, McGovern?’ sneered Costello, as Blessed Hearts took the throw-in. ‘Don’t think you’ll get another chance. We’re going to bury you, lad.’


It was the last straw. Kev had had enough. ‘Not if I bury you first.’ He landed one on Costello. It wasn’t a clean punch, more a smack on the neck and ear.


‘Oh, want some, do you?’ yelled Costello, shoving him in the chest.


‘Come on then,’ Kev blazed. ‘Any time, Costello.’


But hostilities were interrupted by two short blasts from the ref’s whistle. ‘You two,’ he roared. ‘Cut it out.’


In an instant he was between them, doing that funny little quivery dance refs do when there’s a punch-up on the pitch. ‘Now that’s enough. Any repetition and I’ll have both your names. Now, play the game.’


Kev nodded, grateful for a second chance, and started to jog upfield, but Bobby was already trying to attract the ref’s attention.
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