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PART ONE



The Fire Inside





One



‘Who’s that?’


An innocent enough question, you don’t think? It’s what I asked my cousin Cheryl the first time I saw Chris Power. But it was a question I would have to go on asking. It didn’t matter how much I found out about him, I still didn’t really know who he was, or quite what made him tick. Not until the very end, and then it was almost too late. He remained a stranger, which is pretty weird really when you consider how much alike we are, me and Chris. I suppose that’s why I took such an immediate interest in him. It was his anger. I felt it straight away, like a charge running between us. Anger’s the energy I’ve run on most of my life. Anger that my dad cleared off on us four years ago. Anger that me, Mum and my divvy brother Gareth have ended up stuck all on our own on a lousy estate like the Diamond. Anger that when he resurfaced Dad was no hero returning from the dead like I’d always imagined, just a beat-up ex-boxer who was ready to hire out his fists to the highest bidder. And the highest bidder had to be a scumbag local villain by the name of Lee Ramage. He has this taxi firm on South Parade – a real hooky outfit I bet. The trouble is my mate Bashir’s dad has the shop next door and Ramage doesn’t like the idea. Thinks he might blow him up to the police, I bet. He’s been trying to put Mr Gulaid out of business, and using Dad to do it. Having to choose between your dad and your mate – like I said, I know all about anger. That’s why I was drawn to Chris, because of the rage I could sense within him. He’s like me. So much like me sometimes that it’s like looking in a mirror. But there’s one big difference. I’ve got it under control, all that anger and fire inside me. It was a struggle, but I really do think I’ve done it. That’s what makes me the Guv’nor. I’ve learned to use it, channel it.


There was a time when I’d do anything to hit back at the world: fight, spit, bite, smash things, set fires. Yes, especially set fires. That was a cute little habit that sent my life into free fall for a while. Not any more, I was at a crossroads. Either I found something to rebuild my life around, or I ended up walking the same crooked road as Dad. Well, I made my choice and that’s down to football.


For the last twelve months I’ve been captain of a side in the South Sefton Junior League, the Rough Diamonds. So all this rage that builds up in me, all the fire I feel licking away, I put it into my game. Like I said, I’m the Guv’nor. My team’s hard as nails, but skilful with it. The Beast with a bit of Beauty thrown in.


That’s how we turned things round last season, starting out as licking boys and ending up as Challenge Cup winners. We had fire in our bellies, but we learned discipline too. Which is where Chris would turn out to be so different. When I feel the pressure building up I focus it, like one of those laser beams. I concentrate it, close on my target. Then – bam! – I win. Not Chris. He just blows – and how! He’s like a box of fireworks all going off at the same time. The trouble is, the last time he blew it looked like it would wreck everything. The Diamonds’ season, my dreams of a future in football, our whole lives.


Bam! – we lose.




Two


‘Who’s that?’ Kev McGovern nodded in the direction of the boy emerging from Cheryl’s front door.


‘Oh,’ said Cheryl, nervously twisting a lock of hair, ‘that’s Chris.’


Kev inspected him from a distance. They were about the same age. Same sort of build too, except Chris was slightly thinner and less robust looking. ‘Chris who?’


‘Power. His name’s Power.’ There was a flatness about Cheryl’s voice, but it didn’t put Kev off the scent. It just made him more curious. His attention shifted from the crop-haired boy in his Puma King jacket to a tall bespectacled woman saying goodbye to Cheryl’s parents.


‘And her?’


‘Mrs Burrows. I thought you might already know her.’


Kev frowned. ‘Know her? Why should I?’


‘She’s a social worker. Like Willy.’


Kev drew in his breath. He hated being reminded of Willy – Mrs Williams to everybody else. She’d been in charge of him the time he got into trouble for the fires. It was ancient history, that awful summer on the old estate, but somehow it had a knack of coming back to haunt him. He’d got away to the sprawling 1960s housing development that was the Diamond, but he hadn’t been able to leave his nightmares behind.


‘What’s a social worker doing round yours?’ demanded Kev anxiously. His flesh was creeping. Did it have something to do with him? But how could it? He’d kept his nose clean for months. Besides, why would they come sniffing round his aunty’s of all people?


‘Nothing to worry about,’ said Cheryl with an understanding smile. ‘It hasn’t got anything to do with you. It’s about us.’


‘You?’ Kev couldn’t believe his ears. Uncle Dave and aunty Pat were the original Mr and Mrs Straight. As for Cheryl, she was such a Goody-Two-Shoes, sainthood must be just around the corner. So why the social worker?


Cheryl took a deep breath. ‘Mum and Dad have decided to foster.’


‘What, take kids in, you mean?’


‘That’s it.’


Mrs Burrows ushered Chris Power into her car, then got in herself. Kev glanced at Cheryl.


‘So how come you never said anything before?’ No answer, just a noncommittal shrug of the shoulders.


‘You’re not keen, are you?’ he asked. The car pulled away.


‘No,’ Cheryl admitted. ‘I’m not. I don’t know why they want to invite some strange kid into the house. Things are fine as they are.’


‘So who is this Chris guy anyway?’ asked Kev. ‘What happened to his own family?’


‘I’m not sure really,’ Cheryl answered. ‘Mum and Dad are a bit cagey over it. All I know is he’s in care. He’s in a children’s home on the Drive. One of those big houses near the flyover.’


Kev was interested. No, more than interested, intrigued. He watched the car turn towards Rice Lane. ‘So when does all this happen? When does he move in?’


Cheryl nudged a discarded polystyrene chip-tray with her toe. ‘Never, I hope.’


‘But if it does?’


Cheryl sighed. ‘Nothing’s sorted yet.’ She looked in her parents’ direction. ‘At least it wasn’t.’


‘Oh, hi there,’ called aunty Pat, spotting them. ‘Did you have a nice time?’


Jamie had gone out for the day with his mum and Bashir was helping in the family shop, so for want of mates Kev had tagged along with Cheryl to the Superbowl. Cheryl and her loopy friend Helen, the one who had a stupid crush on him.


‘So where’s Helen?’ asked uncle Dave. ‘I thought she’d still be in tow, considering Kev’s still around.’


Kev smiled at the gentle ribbing. ‘Her dad’s birthday. She had to go home . . . thank goodness.’


Cheryl joined in the teasing. ‘But you like her really.’


‘Behave,’ retorted Kev, getting hot under the collar. ‘She does my head in.’


‘You won’t be saying that in a couple of years,’ said aunty Pat. ‘Anyway, do you want your tea here? A butty or something?’


Kev was about to make his excuses and head for home when he remembered Chris Power. ‘I wouldn’t mind,’ he said. ‘I’ll ring Mum and let her know where I am.’


Kev had just replaced the receiver when he heard aunty Pat’s voice in the kitchen. ‘There’s no need to take that attitude, Cheryl.’


Then his cousin’s sulky retort: ‘I’m not taking an attitude.’


‘Not much,’ said uncle Dave. ‘All we’re asking is for you to give the lad a chance. He hasn’t had the easiest start in life. You wouldn’t want him to stay in care, would you?’


Kev sidled quietly into the living-room. He was enjoying himself. It made a welcome change for Cheryl’s side of the family to have rows. The Taskers never had much difficulty keeping their noses clean – not like the McGoverns. The Taskers had it all. Uncle Dave was a steady bloke with a job and everything. Not like Kev’s dad, a wheeler-dealer and King Rat to most people on the estate. Then there were Mum and aunty Pat. They were twin sisters but Mum chain-smoked and looked ten years older. The Taskers, Kev sometimes thought, were just too nice for their own good. So when he inspected Cheryl’s pouting face he couldn’t help gloating a bit.


‘Why us, though?’ she asked. ‘Why can’t somebody else take him in?’


‘They could,’ said aunty Pat. ‘But we want to do it. I thought you’d understand.’


Cheryl noticed Kev watching her. ‘I don’t know what you’re staring at,’ she snapped. Kev gave a superior smile. He was revelling in her discomfort all right.


‘Ignore our Cheryl,’ uncle Dave advised. ‘She has these little tantrums.’


‘I’m not having a tantrum!’ said Cheryl indignantly. ‘I just don’t see what he’s got to move in here for. Ugh, that stupid bonehead haircut!’


‘Now that’s enough,’ said aunty Pat, her patience beginning to fray. ‘Chris is coming to us and that’s that.’


‘And I don’t get a say?’


‘Oh, I think you’ve had your say,’ snorted uncle Dave. ‘More than once. Now, can we get on with our tea in peace?’


‘You eat your tea,’ said Cheryl abruptly. ‘I’m going to my room. Or maybe you’re thinking of moving lodgers in there too!’ With that she stamped upstairs. As her bedroom door slammed shut aunty Pat sighed and turned to Kev.


‘Chicken burger on a bun do you, Kev?’


‘Yes,’ Kev replied. ‘That’d be smashing. So what’s Cheryl so hot and bothered about?’ Aunty Pat and uncle Dave exchanged glances. They didn’t look too keen to let him in on it.


‘Cheryl likes her privacy,’ said aunty Pat. ‘You can understand it, I suppose. Only child, and all that.’


‘Spoilt, you mean?’ asked Kev, all mock innocence. He was enjoying twisting the knife.


‘Anyway,’ said uncle Dave, clapping his hands briskly. He was announcing the end of the discussion about Chris Power. ‘How’s things with the Diamonds?’


‘OK,’ said Kev. He didn’t intend to get side-tracked.


‘Who are you playing tomorrow?’


‘Fix-It DIY.’


‘Are they good?’


‘Not really,’ said Kev, gulping down a mouthful of chicken. ‘We took four points off them last season. Thrashed them six–two in one game.’


‘So you’re optimistic?’


‘Aren’t I always?’ Kev became aware of aunty Pat smiling. That’s when he realized. Uncle Dave had done it. He’d got him right off the subject. Kev had another shot at bringing up Chris Power.


‘Does this Chris lad like footy?’


Uncle Dave looked wary. ‘Dunno really. It hasn’t come up.’


‘He might though, mightn’t he? I could take him down South Road and introduce him to the Diamonds.’


Suddenly aunty Pat wasn’t smilng. She liked Kev but not enough to trust him with Chris. Like giving a bull a china shop to mind. ‘Don’t go planning too much for him,’ she said. ‘He won’t even be moving in for two or three weeks.’


‘How come?’


‘That’s just the way it is,’ said uncle Dave. ‘Red tape, I dare say. Now, do you want a lift home?’ Kev knew when people were trying to get rid of him.


‘That’s all right,’ he replied. ‘I’ll walk.’


‘Sure?’


‘Positive. Say goodbye to Cheryl for me.’ As he sauntered down the street of neatly refurbished turn-of-the-century houses towards the grim disrepair of the Diamond, Kev remembered something about Chris Power. It was the way he walked, wound up, bristling with resentment. And the scowl on his face, he remembered that too.


‘We’re brothers all right,’ Kev told himself. ‘Brothers under the skin.’




Three


Mrs Burrows squinted against the strong early autumn sunlight. ‘Nice people, the Taskers,’ she said, pulling into the kerb.


‘If you say so.’ Chris wasn’t in the mood to reassure the old bat that he was happy with the arrangement. What was the big deal anyway? They were getting paid to take him in. So what made them nice? Just another set of do-gooders shoving their noses in where they weren’t wanted. Besides, it would probably fall through anyway. Things usually did.


‘You are happy with the move?’ Mrs Burrows asked, releasing her seat-belt.


‘Don’t mind.’ That’s it, he thought, keep it neutral. Hide the fact that he quite liked the look of the foster parents. Dare to hope and you only get knocked down. It’s the law of the land.


‘But it’s better than here,’ she continued. ‘You’ll have your own room. No more sharing.’


Sure, thought Chris, it had that going for it. No more Crusty picking at his arms and rabbiting away to himself half the night. No more having his stuff pinched. Crusty wasn’t too bad as room-mates go, but he wasn’t half light-fingered.


‘When do I go?’ asked Chris.


‘By the end of the month, I should think,’ Mrs Burrows replied. ‘Early October at the latest. Looking forward to it?’


Don’t push it, thought Chris.


‘Anyway,’ said Mrs Burrows, opening the car door. ‘I’d better get you back.’


Chris grunted. She must think I’m going to turn into Cinderella or something.


‘Oh, and Chris. Don’t . . .’


Reading her mind, he slammed the door with all his might. The whole car shook. ‘Don’t what?’


Mrs Burrows pressed the key-fob alarm and gave a sigh of resignation.


‘It doesn’t matter.’ Chris smiled to himself. Do-gooders, he loved getting into their cars. He played with all the gadgets and treated everything as roughly as he could. It was a performance he’d just about perfected, the octopus-armed kid from hell. And didn’t it get them on edge! Still, they could take it. At least they had cars. They had everything. What did he have? A dad in a cell and a mum so far away she might as well be on another planet.


Mrs Burrows led the way round to the front door. She tapped on the window and smiled at Gerwyn. ‘Here’s Chris,’ she announced.


‘And I thought it was Duncan Ferguson,’ joked Gerwyn, letting them in.


Chris kept his face straight. He quite liked Gerwyn, but he tried not to let it show too often. It was pointless getting to like anybody. They always moved on, leaving him on his own again.


‘I suppose you want to know how the Blues are getting on?’ said Gerwyn.


Of course he did. Dave Tasker was a Blue and he’d had the Everton game on at the start of the visit. Then just as they started to come under the cosh he’d turned it off to talk. The moment Chris got in the car he tried to tune Mrs Burrows’ radio into City Sport, but she’d thought he was messing again and switched it off. That really got him but he didn’t let on. He’d got used to suffering in silence.


Gerwyn laughed off Chris’s deliberate snub. ‘Always enthusiastic, our Chris,’ he joked.


‘So what’s the score?’ asked Chris. His insides were churning. They couldn’t be losing. Not to Coventry.


‘They’re one–nil down, I’m afraid.’


Chris consulted his watch. ‘Twenty minutes into the second half.’ His voice changed, assuming a wounded urgency. ‘Come on Blues.’


‘I’ve got the match on in the kitchen,’ said Gerwyn. ‘Fancy listening to it with me? Cook’s off ill so I’m cutting a few butties. I could do with some company.’


‘S’all right,’ said Chris. ‘I’ll listen to it in my room.’


Gerwyn looked disappointed. ‘Fair enough. Don’t go winding up Crusty though.’


‘Me wind him up. Joking aren’t you?’


‘See you soon, Chris,’ said Mrs Burrows as he jogged upstairs. He heard but he didn’t answer. What did she expect, hearts and flowers?


‘You there, Crusty?’ asked Chris, shoving the door open. Crusty stood up abruptly, which usually meant he’d been messing with Chris’s stuff.


‘What are you doing?’ asked Chris.


‘Nothing.’


‘What’ve you got in your hand?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Come on. Cough.’ Crusty edged to the window.


‘Show me your hands.’


‘Why should I?’


Chris was losing his temper. ‘Because I’ll burst you if you don’t.’


Crusty opened his fist and let something drop through the open window.


‘What was that?’ Chris pushed Crusty out of the way.


‘What did you throw outside?’ Crusty made for the door. He’d only taken a couple of steps when Chris caught sight of his radio-cassette lying on Crusty’s bed. The lead was missing. ‘You’ve robbed the plug and lead, haven’t you?’ Crusty made a break for the door. ‘You thieving get!’ yelled Chris, throwing himself across the room. ‘And I was just going to listen to the match.’


‘Gerroff!’ shrieked Crusty. Frankie ‘Crusty’ Cobb was fourteen but acted like he was eight. He was also scared witless of the younger boy. He’d been the butt of his temper more than once. Carried forward by their momentum the boys crashed on to the landing.


‘I wanted to listen to the Blues. They’ve got their backs against the wall. Now you’ve ruined it, you thieving rat.’


‘Gerroff!’ squealed Crusty. ‘I never took your stupid lead.’


Chris sat on Crusty’s chest. ‘Yes you did. I know you did. Now go and get it for me.’


‘Won’t!’


Chris gripped Crusty’s chin and pressed hard. ‘You will, you know.’


‘No way.’


Chris heard footsteps on the stairs but he didn’t ease up. ‘Either you do it the easy way or I kick you all the way there.’


‘Chris!’ It was Gerwyn’s voice. ‘What’s going on here?’


‘He’s been at it again,’ roared Chris. ‘He can’t keep his hands off my stuff. I told him what I’d do to him if he tried it again.’


‘Let him up,’ said Gerwyn.
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