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Rough Diamonds


THE SQUAD
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John O’Hara (mid-field)
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Kevin ‘Guv’ McGovern (mid-field or striker, and captain)
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PART ONE



Going Up





One



Some people think they’ve got it made. Others know they have. But if you live somewhere like the Diamond you grow up knowing you’ve got to make it yourself. Either that, or you sink faster than a fish in a lead waistcoat. The footy team that I play for, the Rough Diamonds, is full of kids who know that if they’re going to be heard they’ve got to blow their own trumpet. Let’s face it, nobody else is going to do it for us, are they?


Our manager, Ronnie Mintoe, doesn’t like me talking like that. He’s an easy-going sort and he says I’ve got a chip on my shoulder. You know what I say – only one? Come off it, Ron, I’ve got enough to keep McDonald’s going for a month! What does he expect, anyway? I was just starting juniors when my dad cleared off. That’s right, he just upped and went. He doesn’t surface again for five years, and then it’s as a bodyguard for one of our friendly neighbourhood hard men, the low-life by the name of Lee Ramage. Suddenly I’m Kev McGovern, the kid with pure evil running in his veins. I’ve lost track of the number of times people have said it: what do you expect with a father like that?


What’s more, my dad’s idea of family life is a phone call once in a blue moon. If we’re lucky. As if that wasn’t bad enough, this Lee Ramage character my dad works for has a kid brother, Andy, and he takes after the rest of his family. A Mutant Ninja Ratbag with knobs on. An ordinary name like Andy doesn’t suit him one bit. To the rest of us he’s Brain Damage, the kid from hell. Honestly, if you took all the muck and dreck the world’s got and laced it with the venom of a major viper colony you’d have BD. I hate his guts – and it’s mutual. We’ve had this vendetta going ever since I moved up to the Diamond. For a while I thought I’d managed to shut him up for good. He’d been thieving and was hiding hooky gear in Lee’s lock-up. He never told Lee, either. Thanks to me, the police got interested and suddenly Brain Damage has got to keep his head down. Lee wasn’t too happy with his little brother for attracting the heat.


Peace didn’t break out for long, though. By mid-February the quiet times were over and Brain Damage was starting to make a nuisance of himself at school, a sure sign that Mr Malice was out of hibernation. I did have one thing to be thankful for. Andy Ramage was more Damage than Brain. He didn’t have the wits to put one over on me, though a new arrival at school was about to add cunning to Brain Damage’s aggro.


Anyway, that’s the Diamond for you. Never a dull moment. By now you’re probably thinking the place is full of crazies, a kind of psycho gulch. Not really, it’s just ordinary people trying to keep their heads above water. Like my mum, for instance, and most of my mates’ parents. There are two sorts of people on the Diamond, really. There’s the Monster Raving Thug Party. That’s the Ramages, and a few other families like them. Then there are the Normals. My cousin Cheryl, she’s a Normal. So’s our winger Bashir, and he manages it even though his family had to flee from some war in Africa in a place called Somalia. He doesn’t talk about it much, but sometimes you just know it’s left its mark on him.


As for my mate Jamie Moore, one of our strikers, I’d always thought he was the ultimate normal. In fact, I used to think the Moores invented normality. Round their house it was all athletics, swimming and footy trophies that Jamie had won, and framed snapes of holidays in Spain and Portugal. Jamie’s got an older brother, Phil, but I don’t see him very often. Courting, I suppose. Families like the Moores might have had to struggle for their little luxuries, but they were straight. You know the sort of thing. Bought their own house. Improved it every couple of years when they had the cash. They’re not like my old man. They play by different rules. No clearing off on their kids. No crooked deals. Nothing out of the ordinary.


At least, that’s what I thought until events blew apart everything I’d always believed about them, and made me realise I didn’t know Jamie half as well as I thought I did. The funny thing is, for all its reputation, the Diamond’s got far more Normals than Thuggies. Round the north end of the city they talk about the Diamond as if it’s some sort of Devil’s Island, and everybody who lives there is a died-in-the-wool criminal.


I suppose I’ve always had afoot in both camps. Mum’s a Normal, but Dad’s a Thuggie and then some, and since he came back they’ve been fighting a civil war for my soul. For a while I’d been moving Mum’s way, keeping my nose clean at school and avoiding aggro on the street. My cousin Cheryl, the original Goody-Two-Shoes Kid, she thought I was saved. Hallelujah! Then just when everything seemed to be looking up along came life to knock me back down and make me think again.


It had all been going too well, you see. Dad had actually taken me and Gareth out a couple of times. I thought for a while he was taking a real interest in us. I mean, he’d actually kept a promise! Brain Damage was stirring, but he still wasn’t quite his old self, more a nettle sting than swig of arsenic. What’s more, the Diamonds were really motoring. As captain, I was leading from the front. I was the Guv’nor, a workaholic midfield general in the yellow and blue of Brazil. Well, if you’re going to wear somebody’s colours on your back, it might as well be the best. So we adopted the kit worn by Jairzinho and Pele, Juninho and Romario. The colours seemed to be doing the trick. We were off the bottom of the league and hoping for mid-table respectability by the end of the season. Even better, we were playing some neat stuff and there was a chance we could progress in the Challenge Cup. I was secretly thinking we might have a realistic chance of winning it, but I never told anybody. I didn’t want to tempt fate.


That’s when the Diamonds had to face up to one of their greatest tests. It looked like costing me more than the Challenge Cup. I was about to lose one of the best friends I’d ever had, half the backbone of the side and maybe any chance of making it as a Normal.




Two


Kev threw his hands up in frustration. It wasn’t the first time.


‘What’s with Jamie today, Guv?’ asked Dave Lafferty, turning sadly back towards the centre circle after another goal-scoring opportunity had gone begging.


‘You’ve got me,’ said Kev, stamping a divot back into place. He’d cut it up with his studs in a fit of pique as Jamie fluffed his shot yet again. ‘He’s left his shooting boots at home, that’s for sure.’


He watched the Northend United goalie retrieving the ball. The big dope couldn’t believe his luck. The Diamonds were giving his defenders the run-around, but they just couldn’t convert the pressure into goals. The Diamonds had had at least 70 per cent of the possession, but there was still nothing to show for it. Not a sausage. At nil–all, the Challenge Cup quarter-final hung in the balance.


‘Something wrong, Jay?’ asked Kev.


No answer.


‘Jamie?’


Jamie gave a shake of the head, like he was coming out of a trance. ‘Sorry, Guv, did you say something?’


‘Just wondering if everything was all right.’


‘Yes, fine. Having a bummer of a game, that’s all.’


Kev nodded sympathetically. He’d had a few of them in his time. Then there was a flurry of activity ahead of him. Suddenly he wasn’t thinking about Jamie any more. United had the ball ten yards inside the Diamonds’ half. The lad on the ball spread the play right to left and made a run towards the penalty area. Getting on his toes, Kev tracked him.


‘Cover the front men,’ he bawled at the centre-backs. It wasn’t a moment too soon. Gordon Jones was already coming out, tempted by the run from mid-field. He was going to leave Daz completely exposed in goal. ‘It’s all right, Gord, leave this one to me. I’ve got him.’


United chipped the ball forward, but Kev had seen the danger. He came in with a crunching challenge and shoved the ball back out to the left. One of the United forwards went for the ball, but Kev wasn’t about to give up. He stuck out a leg and pushed it towards the touch-line. After that, he just had to tidy up and slot it to Jamie. Only Jamie was caught napping by the United full-back, who surged forward and whipped it in at pace. Luckily for the Diamonds.


Gord was alive to it, and nodded it out for a corner. ‘What’s Jamie playing at?’ he demanded. ‘Half asleep if you’re asking me.’


‘Nobody was asking you,’ Kev snapped. Jamie might be playing like a tortoise with four wooden legs, but he was still his mate, one of the few kids who’d stood by him when he first arrived on the Diamond.


‘Sorry for breathing,’ said Gord.


Seeing the wounded look, Kev thought better of his show of temper. ‘It’s all right, Gord. I’m in a bit of a nark with him myself. Good clearance, by the way.’


Gord smiled. That’s the ticket, thought Guv. Make somebody feel good about themselves, and they’ll play the better for it. The United cross came over towards the near post, but Daz Kemble was on top form in the Diamonds goal and he collected it effortlessly. He hadn’t had much to do that Sunday morning, but when questions were asked he was always there with the answer. Looking up, Daz spotted their little winger Bashir out on the left flank, and distributed it long. Bashir was playing a blinder, going past the United defenders at will. The attack didn’t come to anything, though. The ref’s whistle saw to that. Half-time.


‘I think we’ve been here before,’ said Ronnie Mintoe. ‘Loads of possession, but no goals.’


Jamie was staring at the ground. The manager’s team talk clearly made uncomfortable listening.


‘We’ll get it sorted,’ said Kev. ‘We’re not getting the run of the ball.’


Ronnie looked sceptical, but he wasn’t arguing. ‘I’ll give it ten minutes,’ he said. ‘Then I’ll be making some changes.’


It didn’t take ten minutes for him to make the first substitution of the match. Jamie just couldn’t get into the game. First Bash dropped a lovely cross right at his feet, but Jamie allowed it to bounce harmlessly out of play. Then Dave Lafferty rolled the ball to him in the box. It was a sitter, but once again Jamie passed it up. It was like he was on another planet, one with times-ten gravity. Or one where the human leg hadn’t been invented yet.


‘Right,’ said Ronnie. ‘I’ve seen enough. Come on, Jamie lad, time to give somebody else a chance.’


Normally Jamie would have been arguing all the way to the touch-line, but he went without a murmur. Kev couldn’t weigh him up at all. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he had a feeling that this had been building up for a while. It was little things really. You couldn’t rely on Jamie any more. His moods went up and down like a yo-yo.


‘Kevin,’ said Ronnie as the substitution was being made. ‘Try Joey up front. Mattie here can take his place in defence.’


Kev gave Mattie Hughes a cool stare. His defensive play was nothing to write home about, but he was better than their other sub, Carl Bain. Anybody was better than Carl. ‘You sure about Joey in attack?’ he asked. ‘He isn’t very tall.’


‘Quick, though,’ said Ronnie. ‘Give it a go. We’ll change things round if it doesn’t work.’


‘You sure you can’t leave Jamie on?’ asked Kev.


‘Oh, I’m sure, all right,’ said Ronnie. ‘Besides, I’ve already informed the ref. Now get out there and snatch us that goal.’


Kev nodded and trotted away. As play re-started, Jamie was standing next to Ronnie with his anorak over his shoulders. He wasn’t even watching the match. He was miles away. He had something on his mind all right, and it was having the weirdest effect on him. Jamie could change quicker than a werewolf just lately.


‘You’re in attack,’ Kev told Joey.


‘You what?’


‘You’re in attack. Ronnie says.’


Joey stared across at the manager. ‘Has he gone soft in the head, or something?’


‘Beats me,’ said Kev. ‘Anyway, he’s the boss so do as you’re told.’


As Joey joined Dave Lafferty up front, Kev found Jamie’s behaviour nagging away at him. It was unsettling having a werewolf for a mate.


‘Some substitution,’ grunted Anthony Glover, glaring at Mattie. ‘That spare part for our Jamie.’


Ant was Jamie’s cousin, and he took the replacement of a member of the family as a personal insult.


‘Tell Ronnie, not me,’ said Kev tetchily.


‘Don’t worry,’ said Ant. ‘I will.’


Meanwhile, Bashir had won a throw-in on the left. Kev jogged into space and raised his arm. Bash didn’t let him down. He found Kev with the throw.


‘Guv, Guv!’ shouted Dave excitedly.


But Joey was better placed on the edge of the area. Kev chipped the ball over the closing defenders and ran on in expectation of a return pass. To everybody’s surprise Joey shuffled his feet and hit the dropping ball first time.


The volley clipped the angle of bar and upright and cannoned back into play for one of the United centre-backs to smash it out of play.


Dave gave a low whistle. ‘Some shot, Joey, I never knew you had it in you.’


Joey was staring at the goalpost.


‘You know what?’ said Kev. ‘Neither did Joey.’


Jimmy Mintoe rubbed the ball with his sleeve and launched a long throw-in towards the penalty area. Dave found himself with his back to goal, but that didn’t stop him. He flung himself into an overhead kick and connected crisply. The shot hit the United goalie in the stomach, making him drop gratefully to the ground, smothering the ball.


‘Jammy beggar!’ said Kev.


‘Jammy nothing,’ said the goalie. ‘I meant that.’


‘Oh yeah, and the moon’s made of banana yoghurt.’


The Diamond attackers chuckled, but in the back of everyone’s mind there was a nagging thought. What if this just wasn’t their day?


It was John O’Hara who finally gave voice to their anxieties. ‘I don’t believe this,’ he groaned. ‘What’s it going to take for us to score?’


‘A bit of positive thinking,’ said Kev. ‘Something we don’t get off you too often.’


Prickly wasn’t the word for Kev at that moment. Jamie’s loss of form had set him on edge. He was like a human firework and it wouldn’t take much to light the blue touch-paper.


‘Now,’ said Kev, clapping his hands. ‘If we’re going to get through to the last four in this competition we’re going to have to work for it.’


Bashir was working. Before the kick-off one of the United players had called him a black something-or-other. It was something Bashir had had to get used to, but he wasn’t that used to it and he was determined to ram the insult back down his antangonist’s throat. He hared off down the wing with the ball at his feet then unexpectedly cut infield. It wasn’t just United who were taken by surprise. So were the Diamonds. They’d got used to Bashir’s line-hugging runs. Sprint, dribble and cross – that was his game. An incisive move on goal didn’t seem his style at all. He was the youngest player in the Diamonds team, and probably the slightest in build. But with only the goalie to beat, that didn’t seem to matter one bit.


‘Hit it, Bash!’ yelled Kev.


Bashir nodded and struck the ball sweetly to the keeper’s right. It was in the net. He raised one hand and started walking towards the centre circle. Cool as you like.


Some of the others were less composed. ‘Goalazzo!’ bawled Ratso, the Diamond’s clown prince. ‘And the semi-final slot belongs to the Diamonds.’


Only it didn’t. Not yet. Ratso was well into his Series A commentator impression before anybody realized that the ref had blown for off-side. Bashir turned and stared in disbelief.


‘Off-side!’ cried Kev. ‘Who?’


The ref pointed his whistle towards Joey who was standing alone on the right touch-line.


‘But he was miles away. He was never interfering with play.’


‘In my opinion,’ said the ref huffily, ‘he was clearly off-side.’


‘And in my opinion,’ Kev retorted, ‘you’re a berk.’


‘Stop right there,’ said the ref.


Kev was walking away. His neck was burning. He knew he’d gone too far.


‘I said,’ the ref insisted, ‘come here.’


‘What for?’ cried Kev. He’d been stupid, but he wasn’t about to back down. ‘To get you a new pair of glasses?’


‘Right, that’s it,’ said the ref. ‘You’ve just earned yourself a booking.’


Kev was about to argue back but Dave Lafferty was already dragging him away.


‘Behave yourself, Guv,’ said Dave. ‘You’ve already got eight disciplinary points.’


‘So what?’


‘So if we do get to the semis,’ Dave answered, ‘you could find yourself suspended. One sending off and you miss a game.’


Dave’s warning did the trick. Kev might be hot-headed, but he wasn’t about to jeopardize his side’s chance of getting to the Challenge Cup Final.


‘OK,’ he said. ‘I’ll keep my nose clean. It was a bad decision, though.’


‘Diabolical,’ Dave agreed. ‘But the ref isn’t going to change his mind, is he?’


Kev eyed the ref, a PE teacher from Scarisbrick High and a stickler for discipline.


‘Suppose not.’


The off-side decision seemed to have taken the wind out of the Diamond’s sails and they found themselves on the back foot. For the first time in the match they were under sustained United pressure. Ant scrambled one shot off the line and Daz palmed another narrowly over. As the United winger placed the corner, everybody except Dave was back defending.


‘Push up,’ ordered Kev. ‘We’re getting in each other’s way. Ratso, John, cover the run from the edge of the area.’


His warning came too late. The corner was played deep and the United skipper ran forward to meet it. He couldn’t have struck the ball better. As it looped over the heads of the defence it was bending all the way. Definitely goal-bound. Kev could feel his knees slacken under him. They’d blown it.


But he’d reckoned without Daz.


‘Mine!’ he roared, propelling himself into the air and throwing out a shovel-like hand. He tipped it on to the top of the crossbar and out of play.


‘Now who’s jammy?’ asked the United skipper. ‘He had no right to get to that.’


Nobody was arguing. Kev knew it had been a let-off.


The second corner was met by Gord at the near post. His header cleared the penalty area and Joey Bannen seized on it. Looking up, he saw Dave Lafferty lurking on the half-way line with only one marker.


‘Launch it, Joey,’ yelled Kev.


But Joey had already released it. As Dave wheeled away from his marker, it was a chase between him and the goalie. The keeper was favourite all the way, but Dave had one thing going for him. Iron determination. He reached the ball a split-second before the goalie and flicked it over him. The ball hung for an agonizing moment, then dropped into the net.


It was one–nil. Dave’s celebration was typical of him, an arrogant stroll through the United defence with his arms raised. Like Moses parting the Red Sea.


‘How long to go?’ Kev shouted to Ronnie.


‘Two minutes,’ said Ronnie. ‘Just keep your concentration.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Kev. ‘We won’t let it slip now.’


They didn’t. Every member of the side was up for it, harrying the United players the moment they got the ball, denying them the space to build their attacks. By the time the whistle went for full-time, United hadn’t managed a decent attack.
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