Getting the Team Together...Day 1

‘There’'sone now!’, said Wil as they peered over the window sill. He shuddered a bit in the cold of the
big house.

‘It sOK, he’sgone past’, replied Freddy calmly.

‘No! He' sturning back again..!”. They ducked down low, just so they couldn’t be seen.
They didn’t like teenagers. Not one bit. They were abit scared of them actually.

The way they peered out from behind their hoods.

The way their pants peered out over the tops of their trousers.

The way their trousers dragged along the ground when they moved.

The way they grunted when they tried to speak.

*kkk*

‘Oil", it grunted. They’d been spotted. They both stood up slowly. Freddy was relieved that he
recognised the hooded figure from up at the park.

‘Something for you in there!’, heyelled. Still sitting on his bike, the teenager flung something from the
street towards the house. They ducked down again instinctively. There was athud. The bike groaned
under the weight as it made its way off up the steep hill.

They both ran to the door to collect the package. Wil just beat Freddy to the door.

*kkkk*k

WEell, nothing much else had happened that quiet autumn day. Wil had come over. The postman had
come with another parcel from mad Auntie Annie. They’d played games with the raindrops on the
window.

‘I'vegotit! I'vegotit!’, Wil picked up the rolled up paper from the doorstep.

Freddy let him takeit. Asusual, let himhaveit, he can’t read it anyway, he thought to himself as they
perched back up at the big oak table in the dining room.

There was silence as Wil, his curly hair just peeking out over the top of the paper, scanned down the
back page. Underneath a story about Reading’s 1-1 draw with Cardiff, there was a small advertisement.

Wil had only just learned to read, and the newspaper was mostly too difficult for him. Hisfavourite
words that he could spot easily were ‘Wil (hisname), ‘Soringhurst’ (the town they lived in), and
‘football’ (the game he spent al his spare time playing). So when he saw a small advertisement that
read ‘ Springhurst will form football league’ (a single sentence containing all his three favourite words),



he was both pleased with himself, and interested to read on. Freddy was not impressed.
‘I don’t know why you bother with that, you can’'t read it anyway’
‘Look!. Wil’svoicewasfirm. Freddy went over to him.

‘Springhurst will form football league’. Freddy read out loud and confident, although he pronounced the
last word as ‘lee-gew’.

‘What's a lee-gew?’ said Wil.
Freddy read on, slowly.

‘The children of Soringhurst will soon have a chance to party kippate in a new dome stick soccer lee-
gew. Appley cations are invited from seven-a-side teamsin the are-rear.’

‘“What's a dome stick? What are appley cationsin the are-rear?’
‘OK, OK’ said Freddy (whose reading, although good, had some way to go), ‘Let’stry again’.
They puzzled through the announcement together and worked out what it meant.

‘Let’'sdoit, let’'sdoit!” Wil jumped up out of the chair, and for the first time that day a broad smile
shone across his small, bright face. *We can play football, we can play!’

“We need a team’, said Freddy deliberately.

‘A team, a team, OK, how many?’

‘It says seven a side. We need five more players'.

‘Five more, five more...we can do it, we know five people, let’sdo it, let’s do it!’
“We need five footballers, five people who can play football...

Freddy also smiled now, thinking ahead to the glory of winning the first ever Springhurst league.
Holding the cup high in his hands. The cheers of the crowds. He would be captain...

‘JoJo!" His daydreaming was stopped by Wil’s shout of delight.

‘JoJo.. for what?’

JoJo was Wil’sfriend. Freddy had very mixed feelings about her. She was different, certainly, and was
funny (well, she talked funny), but he always had some doubts about her asafriend. Or at least asa
mate. And as afootballer — ugh!

Wil had no such reservations. To him, JoJo was a hero — exotic, exciting, hilariously funny, and similar

to him in many ways. She had cometo stay with Wil’s family during the summer, and was now
returning for afull year in their school. She normally lived in France.



Freddy tried to calm down the conversation.

‘Look, we need to think about this. If we put a team together, we need to decide who should play so we
need to find people who can play football, not just the first name that comesto mind'.

Wil looked a bit sad.
‘Don’'t worry, let’swriteit down’.

Wil practiced afew imaginary kicksin the air, as Freddy went off to get some paper and apen. The
imaginary ball flew into the imaginary net for the imaginary winning goal.

They sat down at the table. Freddy wrote down namesin his spidery handwriting.

Freddy...

Wil...

There was a very loud knock at the door. They looked at each other, so involved in the team selection
that neither of them really wanted to get the door. Before they had a chance to move, there was another

knock, then another. Very persistent knocking.

There was only one person they knew who would knock on adoor likethat. Hardy. The loudest and
noisiest person they knew. Wil went to the door.

‘Guess what, you'll never guess, never..’, Hardy talked quickly and loudly, pushing past Wil into the
room.

‘“What’sup?’, said Freddy, coolly.

Hardy rabitted on for afew minutes about something or other, with the other two only half listening as
they looked over their short shortlist of possible players. Hardy looked over Freddy’ s shoulder.

'‘What' s that, then?" he asked, more deliberately thistime.
‘“We're forming a team'.

‘OK, I'll doiit, I loveteams! What sort of team?”

‘A football team’

‘Great! I'll be goalkeeper!” said Hardy. He flung himself across the room saving an imaginary goal.
Wil ran over to score from the imaginary rebound. Freddy spoke,

'C’mon, guys, we heed to get a team together. A football team. We have the three of us. Who else?’

*kkkk*k

Find out tomorrow...
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Getting the Team Together...Day 2

They sat there in silence for afew minutes. Wil scratched his nose. Freddy scratched his head. Hardy
scratched hisfoot. They all had different ways of thinking. Freddy scribbled urgently on the paper in
front of him. Wil scratched his nose again, looking thoughtful. Hardy scratched —oh well, don’t worry,
they all carried on thinking. After five minutes, Hardy spoke.

'Oh | can't stand this, my head’ s aching. Just think of someone will’ya!’

He got up from the table and went over to the window, staring out onto the houses opposite. Dusk was
falling, and the streets were silent.

The houses were close together and similar, and most of them were three storiestall. In one of the top
floor windows a few doors down the street, alight was shining. Silhouetted in the light was a small
figure hunched over atable. A ghostly light was playing on his face from a screen in front of him. The
flickering screen made his face light up alternately blue and red.

'‘Hey, look over here!”

Freddy and Wil were relieved that the silence was broken, and ran to the window.

'OK — s0 someoneis playing a game, so what?’, said Freddy.

‘It's...um... Jaz , said Hardy.

 Jazz?

‘No, Jaz

'‘Who's Jaz then?’

“You know, that crazy kid, the one who can do numbersin hishead'.

‘I can do numbersin my head’, chimed Wil enthusiastically.

“You can do two plustwo...’

‘No...I remember Jaz , added Freddy, thinking now, ‘he isthe guy who is always doing those puzzles —
crosswords, number games, Sudoku. ..’

'OK, but he also has that football game, and he is BRILLIANT at it. No-one can beat him.’

Freddy scribbled Jaz’s name onto the pad. They all sat down again. They al scratched again. Silence.
More silence. Hardy sneezed. Freddy coughed. Wil farted. They al laughed.

Still only four names, though. Freddy broke the silence again.

'Let’s go and talk to Jaz, then. Maybe he knows someone’.



So they set off to interview their first prospective player.

*kkk*

They crossed the street and walked down the two doorsto Jaz'shouse. Therewasalightina
downstairs room, and the strange blue and red flashes still coming from the room on the top floor. The
three of them entered the front yard together. Hardy pushed through and knocked on the door.

Almost instantly the door opened. So much so that Hardy recoiled, leaving Freddy as the spokesman.
'‘Hello boys, I’ ve been expecting you...".

The voice came from the smallest, oldest woman they had ever seen. Apart from the suddenness with
which she came to the door and greeted them, they were shocked by the fact that she was not much taller
than they were. She was wearing along green sari.

‘Comein, comein, Jaziswaiting for you upstairs. I’'ll make you a nice cup of tea. Just go up'.

None of them had spoken aword. They made their way upstairs as instructed, onto asmall landing. A
smaller set of stairsled to the second floor. They began to climb. Asthey got closer, they could hear
loud noises coming from the room at the top of the stairs. Asthey reached the door at the top, which
was shut, the noise was loud enough for them to have to shout to make themselves heard.

"You knock, then’, yelled Hardy, to no-one in particular.

Freddy approached the door. Through the crack at the foot of the door they could see the same red and
blue lights they had seen from across the street. Freddy knocked hard on the door. The noise stopped
instantaneously and the door opened.

Jaz was still sitting facing away from them, a huge screen inches from his face. He continued playing
FIFA21 which wasright in front of him. Freddy stepped up over the doorway, and looked around for
whoever had opened the door. There was no-one else in the room.

The room was dominated by the huge screen on onewall. All around, hung from the ceiling, were thick
heavy drapes and cloths, which had the effect of lowering the ceiling, and of making the room very
dark. Apart from the screen, radiating its blues and greens and reflecting them sinisterly off the black
walls, asmall bed and awardrobe stood in one corner. Cables, keyboards, and clutter all around.

'Foot pedal’ shouted Jaz over the noise, still not turning round. He pointed to a device on the floor,
connected to his computer, which evidently operated the door.

‘Yeeaaaah!’ heyelled, asagoal went in. All went quiet. He turned round.

Sitting down, Jaz was dwarfed by the screen, the chair he was sitting in, the computing equipment in
front and to the side of him. He looked like he had been transported to aworld where everything was
oversized, and he was normal. He smiled at the trio standing in front of him, squinting at them through
his glasses.

Freddy didn’t know what to say. Looking at the sight in front of him, he wasn't sure that the
mysterious and other-worldly Jaz would be quite right for the team. Would hefit in? Could he play?



Just then Jaz turned back to his desk, picked up a couple of papers lying there, screwed them up into a
ball, spun his chair round, threw the ball into the air, stuck his foot out, caught the ball on hisfoot, then
volleyed the paper into a wastebasket positioned in the corner of the room. The ball of paper |ooped
high inthe air, and fell directly in the centre of the basket without touching the sides. The trio looked at
the basket, then looked back at Jaz.

“You like football?’

“Yup!’

“You want to play in a team?’

“Yup — you gotta team?’

‘“Yup—you'rein!’

And so Jaz joined the team.

Asthey left, Freddy checked the four names now on hislist. Freddy, Hardy, Wil, and now Jaz. But that
wasit. Freddy looked at Hardy who looked at Wil who looked at Freddy. Who looked back at Hardy.
Who looked at himself. They all looked at the floor.

‘Actually, I’ve got anidea...”, someone said.

*kkk*x



Getting the Team Together...Day 3

The next morning, Freddy and Wil were back at the same table, now with four names on their list.
Freddy, Hardy and Wil, plus Jaz. But that wasit.

There was a clatter at the front door as the post dropped through. Wil sauntered over to the door to pick
it up. Inhishand the usual collection of glossy leaflets and junk mail. Heflicked idly at each one
before discarding it. The last one caught his eye asit flopped into the bin. A picture of Phil Foden
dotting the ball into the net against Dortmund, with the words *Win, win, win’ above his head.

"We could do this,” exclaimed Wil, ‘look!”

Freddy glanced over at the bright paper in hisfriend' s hand. Just stuck through their door. For no
reason.

‘Good idea,’” said Freddy, ‘if we count up how many doors there are in the street, we could make some
advertisements and put them through the doors. Great idea, let’sdo it. Right, you go and count the
doors

'‘No way, you count them’

‘Ah comeon, it was your idea...’

After some discussion they decided that they would both go out onto the street to decide where they
should post their leaflets. Freddy took his pad and pen with him. Wil was going to do the counting.
They started at number three, right at the bottom of the street, close to the bus stop. There were around
twenty houses on each side of the street.

A dog barked. Loudly. Viciously. From the hallway of number three.

'Right — not that one. I’ m not posting anything there’. Wil moved on up the street, as Freddy crossed
number three off hislist.

They counted off a dozen or so houses, excluding number thirteen where the fearsome Mrs Bucket lived,
and number nine which was empty, boarded up, and scary. When they got to number nineteen, a
familiar voice stopped them.

'And what do you think you’ re doing, young man?’

The voice came from Mr Andrews, whose house it was impossible to pass, day or night, without getting
noticed. Mr Andrews had fought in the war, and walked with aterrible limp. His explanation of why,
was aways different.

'‘Now, lad, did | ever tell you about the time when this piece of shrapnel got meintheleg...

“Now lad, you remember how | got this— stung by a scorpion in the deserts of North Africa...’

‘Ah, lad, of course I'm still suffering from the time that bomb blew up under my chair...’



But it was unwise to pass Mr Andrews without greeting him, as he was prone to shouting insults down
the street after you if he felt he had been ignored.

“Good morning, Mr Andrews!’, shouted Freddy in greeting. Mr Andrews was also rather deaf.

‘ Ah, good morning, lads, what are you up to this morning, then? He struggled over to see what they
were doing.

“WEe're going to post some leaflets’, Wil said.

‘Roast some peanuts? That’s a damn funny thing to be doing in the street. In my day if you started
roasting peanutsin the street you'd get in a lot of trouble for it, | don’t know, the young people these
days!’

He almost always, especially if he misheard something, finished his sentence with the words * young
people these days'.

'No, Mr Andrews?, we are forming a soccer teany

‘Topped off with clotted cream? Are you mad, peanuts and clotted cream, that’s a damn funny
combination. | bet that Heston Blumenthal is behind this. | don’t know, the young people these days!’

Thiswent on for some time, before they managed to get Mr Andrews to figure out what they were
doing. Once he was on the right wavelength, there was no stopping him.

'l remember back in’53, | think it was, or wasit ' 54, anyway, | remember it well, Sanley Matthews, ah
yes, the Wizard of the Dribble, against Wales, | think it was, or wasit Scotland? | remember it well, a
hundred thousand people in the ground that day, every single one of them cheering for Sr Stanley, or
wasit Sr Alf? | remember it well, | was just a young lad then, of course, no more than twelve years old,
or wasit fourteen? | remember it well...

Again, thiswent on for sometime, until finally Mr Andrews screamed in agony, clasped hisleg, and
said,

‘Ah lad, don’'t know if | ever told you about my leg. Fell out of a plane over Nyasaland. Agony it was.
Never been the same since. Football eh —talk to my grand-daughter Clara. She'd be good.’

Finally, Mr Andrews may have said something sensible. Freddy jotted the name and house number
down on his pad, and they moved on, anxious to avoid further discussion.

When they reached the top of the road, near the park, they had atotal of thirty-four house numbers on
the pad, having excluded also number thirty, which had been demolished when Mr Andrews had called
the AA out to fix his car, and had misheard the instructions from the repair man who had said ‘you'll
just have to wait’.

Mr Andrews had heard it as ‘ you must accelerate’, and the car had lurched forward, through the front
garden of number thirty, and ended up in the sitting room.

Freddy and Wil had just turned to go back down the road when Wil yelled out,



‘Ow!, what was that!’, and clasped the back of hisleg. Before he could say any more, Freddy received a
stinging blow to the thigh.

They looked down and saw the two small stones which had hit them, then turned to the direction from
which the missiles had come.

Sitting on the grass, a small pile of pebbles beside her, agirl. Blonde hair. Smiling.

Clara.

*kkk*x
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Getting the Team Together...Day 4

Freddy and Wil had worked all evening on the advertisement. It was after dark when it was finally
ready and they had braved the rain, angry dogs, and nosy neighbours, to deliver it to most of the houses
in the street. The only alarm had come when the lady at number twenty-three had emerged with a broom
and tried to shoo them away. She had cackled madly at them and muttered rather strangely,

'See you in November, ha ha ha ha haaagh!’
This statement meant nothing to them, and they had hurried off, crossing another address off their list of
potential players. In fact, they had not expected much from this house, and although they had never

spoken to her, they had always been worried about her, just because she was bad-tempered, and was
rarely seen without that broom.

*kkk*k

The advertisement had been their very best effort.

They had started off by saying that they were forming the best team in the world and they wanted people
to join, but had decided that this might put people off. The second version was too far the other way,
inviting people to join the Lancaster Road Football Club. They felt thiswastoo simple asit was
directed only to the road they lived in. In the end they had decided on something more basic,

Can you play football?

Want to be part of a football team?

Players needed for junior team

Playing games in October

Apply to 12 Lancaster Road tomorrow.

Originally they had written *playing in lo-cal compitativ leegs’, but they had not been sure the spelling
was right, so they had simplified it to ‘games’. Wil had decorated the advertisement by drawing pictures

of famous footballers on the front, and Freddy had added the words. They had ended up posting thirty
copies.

*kkk*x

In the history of leaflets, thisturned out to be one of the most unsuccessful postings ever. Four people
turned up on that windy November day.

Well, you might say that four out of thirty is not bad, but wait until you hear who came.

*kkk*

The first knock at the door came soon after ten o’ clock in the morning. Although he lived in a different
street, Hardy had come over for breakfast to wait with Freddy and Wil, and the three of them had



already been waiting for nearly two hours since breakfast for the playersto flood in.
Hardy went to the door.

Jaz was standing there, in the rain, looking miserable.

‘Um....er....1, er got your leaflet. Can | play with you?’

Hardy looked uncertain. Having been a part of the visit to Jaz' s house the previous day, he wasn’t sure
at all about this guy.

'Oh, please, I'mnot bad'.

“You' d better comein’.

‘Jaz, how' re you doing?’, shouted Freddy from the other room, ‘comein!’.

So Jaz came into the room and looked around. They had put up posters of their favourite footballers on
the walls of the room. Jaz, who was dressed in ared England shirt, sat down, took out his portable
games machine, and disappeared into another world.

'‘We' Il wait for the others, then we'll go to the park for a training session’, said Freddy.

‘Hmmm?', said Jaz, distractedly. They left himtoit.

They waited for another hour or so before the next knock at the door. Thistime it was an urgent, loud,
impatient knock. They could hear singing outside. Wil went thistime.

"What took you so long? NO WAY was | going to stand outside this door for a moment longer’

Wil had hardly time to open the door before Clarawas through it. As she came through the door, she
kicked the football that was lying in the hallway so hard that it shot up the stairs, bounced off the wall of
the landing area, and lobbed into one of the bedrooms. There was a moment’s silence, then a crash and
atinkle of glass. Claralooked defiantly at Hardy. She glanced around and stuck her nosein the air.

"Wher €' s the football team then?’

Wil gently fingered the spot on his leg where Clara had hit him yesterday, and wondered what she would
be like. He soon found out. She marched into the room where they were sitting, grabbed Wil round the
shouldersin an enormous bear-hug, and planted a huge wet kiss on his left cheek.

'l likeyou!” she said, grinning madly. Wil instinctively pulled back. The others were laughing,
nervously.

‘I likeyou too...” she said threateningly, looking over at the others.

There was another firm knock at the door. Thisis going well, thought Freddy to himself, although in
truth the leaflet had only produced two players, and both of those had been recruited the previous day, so
in fact their total of new players was around zero. But the new knock at the door presented them with
renewed hope that they could add to their current total of five players. Freddy went this time, whilst



Hardy tried to stop Clarafrom kissing Jaz.

Freddy opened the door. Standing on the mat was a small figure wearing a faded white shirt, long black
shorts down to his knees, and brown football boots with very bright white laces. On his head was a flat
brown cap. He was wheezing dlightly at the effort of getting up the few steps to the doorstep.

'NO! Mr Andrews, I’'msorry, you can’t...’

Freddy had half expected this, after Mr Andrews' s outbursts yesterday, but he didn’t quite know how to
explain himself. After al, the advertisement had not been very specific. It certainly had not said what
age the players should be, or that the elderly, the deaf, and the dlightly mad, might not be welcome. Or
in Mr Andrews's case, al three.

'‘What’ sthat lad? | saw your advert. Looked out my old stuff. I’ve still got it y’know...

With that he attempted to demonstrate a right-footed volley but succeeded only in volleying one of the
pot plants next to the door, and almost swinging himself off his feet.

‘Mr Andrews, please, we're looking for a kid's team’

‘Cooking up some ice-cream? What d’you want to cook it for? Anyway, I’ ve come about the football, |
don’t know, young people nowadays...’

‘| said, we want to enter a league for children. You would be too old to play’.

‘Too cold today? 1I'd agree with you therelad. But so what, | didn’t come to talk about the weather.
Now, let’s get on withit. | remember it well, '52 was it, when Sr Matthew Stanleys came out at
Wembley. Or wasit Anfield?’

Thiswent on for another ten minutes or so until Clara appeared at the door, ran out and gave her
granddad a big hug, and pulled him inside. Freddy just looked on unhappily. Thiswas not going
according to plan. He went inside and sat down again, staring at his near-blank team list. Himself, Wil,
Hardy. Then Jaz (although they were not sure he could ever be persuaded to actually go outside), Clara
(who they had never even seen play football, but who they were a bit scared of, so she could play if she
wanted), and Mr Andrews, sitting breathlessin the chair, till fully dressed in hiskit.

*kkk*

After lunch, and no more callers, they decided to go out for their first training session. Freddy hoped
that they might be able to lose their eldest player on the way up to the park. The hill was quite steep and
his house was on the way, so he might just have to wait there whilst they carried on up.

Hardy was the first out of the door.
As he went through into the front garden, he noticed a small figure sitting on the wall, his back to the
door. He had alarge hooded top on, and was bouncing afootball on the ground in front of him. He

didn’t turn round as Hardy approached.

'Hi, who are you?’ Hardy said, loudly and clearly.



‘Hi, Michael’, said the boy, softly and faintly.
‘Sorry’, said Hardy.

‘My nameis Michael’. Helooked down at the ground, still facing away from them. ‘I want to join your
team’, he said, softer than ever.

"What did you say?’, said Hardy again failing to hear.

‘I want to join your football team, please’. By now, Wil had approached the pair.
‘Isthat your ball there?” Freddy asked.

‘Itis.

‘Right, you'rein. We'regoing training. Now'. And the whole group set off up the hill to the park.

*kkk*x
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Getting the Team Together...Day 5

Freddy led the way up the hill. He had on his favourite England football kit — the white shirt, blue
shorts, and white socks. He looked immaculate in his new blue boots, with the white tick on them. He
subconsciously smoothed his hair down at the front. He turned back to his group of footballers, and
thought to himself.

My team. My very own team. Me... captain ... coach...manager. We'll play like England. Or Brazl.
We'll all skill people—like me. 1'll be Messi. Wil can be Jadon Sancho! Hardy' s Harry Maguire.
WEe'll win the league the first time we enter it...

His daydream was interrupted by ayell from new boy Michael. He had obviously lent his football to Mr
Andrews, who had tried an elaborate move involving chipping the ball up onto his knee then onto his
head. The result was that the ball was now running down the steep hill, with Michael in hot pursuit, and
Mr Andrews bent double in agony. Hardy was laughing and shouting,

'Go, Michael, go!”’

Michael, who was normally very serious anyway, was not laughing, but he caught up with the ball just
outside number twenty-three, and only narrowly escaped it ending up in the garden where the old
woman lived. He sprinted back up to join the group, who had just reached the park. They were standing
inabig circle, facing each other.

*kkk*

"We' ve got to warm up lads', said Mr Andrews, planting his feet firmly apart and beginning an elaborate
stretch down to the ground with his hands.

"Yes, warm up, lots of stretching’, echoed Freddy, looking across at Mr Andrews. He also stretched
down and touched the ground beneath hisfeet. The othersfollowed his lead, and soon there was a
collective groaning as they all started exercising the muscles they had not used all summer.

Collective groaning turned to a piercing yell, as one of the group stretched over just alittle too far.

‘Mr Andrews, areyou alright?’ said Freddy, jogging over to where his oldest player was bent doublein
pain, moaning softly to himself. He had obviously stretched too far for his geriatric body to take, his
arms had collapsed and he was now shaped like alittle old triangle, his head propping him up one end,
his boots rooted to the ground, and his little old bony bottom sticking high up in the air.

‘Alright, alright...I'malright...don’t you worry about me...I" ve had worse...my leg, sucked up by an
industrial vacuum cleaner it was...backin’52, | think it was...’

Mr Andrews was hardly making any sense as Hardy and Freddy tried to turn him the right way up. By
pushing him over, to the sound of more groans and incomprehensible complaints, they managed to have
him lying on the ground, still in the L-shape.

‘Ah, yes, lads...very important to stretch properly before the game...ow...aaghh...what are you doing?’

They managed to get him the right way up, sitting on the grass, and then with four of them (Freddy,



Hardy, Wil and Jaz) they lifted the completely rigid Mr Andrews to the nearest bench. Luckily, the
angle he got stuck in was exactly the angle of the bench, so he fitted perfectly, and actually looked quite
comfortable sitting there.

'‘Beright asrain in a couple of days, don’'t you worry. Carry on'.
‘Carry on?’, thought Freddy to himself, ‘Carry on? Who's he telling to carry on?’
They carried on. First some passing to each other, then some dribbling, then some practice turns.

They moved towards the main pitch. A woman was walking her dog close to the goal. Her dog was a
large black hairy variety, and the woman was wearing a large black hairy fur coat, which from behind
made her look remarkably similar to the dog.

‘Excuse me...’, said Freddy politely.

‘“Woof!", said one of the black hairy objectsin front of him.

‘“What?’, said the other, in a screechy, high-pitched voice.

‘“We'd like to play football here please, could you move please?’, Freddy insisted.

‘Well, that’ s preposterous! | was herefirst! My darling Ronnie always likes to have a sniff around the
goalposts! I’m not moving!’

On closer inspection, the woman was about sixty-five years old, expensively dressed, although very fat
under the fur coat, and with an enormous beehive of hair, fixed in position, despite the windy day. She
stood, her arms crossed defiantly, staring at the expectant group of would-be footballers. Her dog
Ronnie stood obediently beside her, shaking his head dlightly asif to say ‘here she goes again’.

The stand-off lasted a few minutes when suddenly the woman spotted a similarly-dressed woman at the
other end of the pitch, this one in abrown fur coat, a hat with fruit on the top, and with avery small cat
on alead.

‘Oh, yoo hoo, Mrs Turvey-Teapot! Over here!’. And with that she waddled extravagantly over
to the other end of the field. They were freeto play.

Hardy had been watching Michael. For the whole of the training session, Michael had been playing with
hisfootball, chipping it here, lobbing it there, al the while keeping it under perfect control closeto him.
At timesit looked as if the ball was attached to his feet, especially when he had sat down and kept the
ball bouncing on the end of histoes for the time Freddy had been arguing with the woman. Hardy had
started counting, but had lost count past two hundred. Asthey moved over towards the goamouth,
Michael got up, flicked the ball ten metres above his head, caught it on the back of his neck, rolled it
down his back, back-heeled it up over his head, and caught it nonchalantly in one hand. Hardy grabbed
Freddy and pointed to Michael. Freddy nodded and smiled knowingly.

This boy had something.
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Getting the Team Together...Day 6

Getting to the end of November, and still only half ateam.

But the latest training session had gone well.

With Mr Andrews shouting encouragement from his position on the bench, they had all had a good run-
out, practicing dribbling and shooting and, at Mr Andrews's insistence, warming down after the session
with more stretching and jogging.

But mostly they had watched Michael.

‘He hasn’'t spoken since we got here’, whispered Wil as they took a breather on the touchline.

‘I know, but look what he can do’, replied Freddy as they admired the incredible Michael,

‘Look! Stepovers, a quick dribble, then a left foot shot. Now, more stepovers, did you see that? That
one was right-footed, top corner!’

‘Hejust ran from one goal to the other, and the ball didn’t touch the ground'.
‘Did you seethat!’, Hardy raced over. No whispering for him, he almost shouted in admiration.

Michael was unperturbed. He waslost in aworld of his own, sprinting here, jogging, walking
backwards, all the whilethe ball at hisfeet. When Jaz decided to go in for atackle, Michael pulled the
ball back and away with the toe of hisright foot, flicked it up with the heel of hisleft, and caught it on
the back of his neck where it stayed, tantalisingly balanced, whilst Jaz picked himself up off the floor
where he had dlid in. Michael then flicked the ball over his head and volleyed it low into the goal. Jaz
clasped his forehead in exasperation and admiration.

*kkkk*%k

Wil strolled over to where they had left their kit. His golden forehead was glistening in the weak
sunshine and sweat shone through his closely cropped hair. His formerly immaculate black and white
striped kit was streaked with mud, and his socks were down at his ankles. He sat down. He listened
wearily as Mr Andrews' s husky voice continued to encourage the others with stories of ‘come on lads’,
and ‘inmy day’.
“Wil.. Wil...

‘Eh, what?’, Wil muttered.

‘Wil...
Wil turned to where the soft voice was coming from.

Nobody there. Slightly more urgently, the voice again.

‘“Wil, ear!’



‘Wil...ear?, Wil repeated, getting slowly to his feet, and making his way to the bushes where the sound
was coming from, a smile breaking across his face as he realised who was there.

‘JoJo! You'reback! Come out of there!’

JoJo stepped out of the clearing where she had been hiding and looked nervously over to where the
others were now gathered in a circle round the bench where Mr Andrews was perched.

‘Beeg ‘ug, Wil’. She stretched out her arms and Wil stepped forward to hug her.

‘I"vereally missed you’, he said, before stepping quickly back and glancing over to the group
about ten metres away. No-one had seen. He smiled again.

“You look formidable! You are still wearing your New Cassel stripes! O, but you are ‘ot, let me
wap your leetle fore'ed a beet!”’

‘Er, no, it'sOK thanks, I'mfine’, replied Wil, looking over again at the others, and self-
conscioudly straightening his Newcastle shirt. He looked down at the ground.

JoJo was dressed like any other girl her agein abright t-shirt and jeans, but from the time she had spent
with them the previous summer, they remembered she usually wore something slightly unusual as well.
Today, round her neck, she had a beautiful silk scarf with avibrant coloured pattern onit. She fingered
the scarf nervously as the group finished their session and came over.

“Yo yo, JoJo JoJo!’, said Hardy jovially as he bounded over to greet her.

‘Ah, good morning, Hardy, ‘ow are you?’, she replied coolly. Hardy covered his mouth with his
hand and smirked. They had never really got on since Hardy had teased her about trying to get his name
pronounced right. She had tried very hard, but it amost always came out as very French! He still
smiled when she said it.

Freddy came over and introduced the rest of the team. JoJo shook hands politely with each player,
except Clara, who she tried to kiss on both cheeks.

‘Ugh, no way!’, Clara screamed, amost jumping back out of theway. They all laughed. Except JoJo,
who pursed her lips and fiddled with her scarf.

‘“We're putting together a football teanm’, said Freddy, ‘we're going to play against other teams and
everything'.

‘We're putting together a football teanm’, said Mr Andrews unnecessarily, wheezing over towards
them. ‘You want to join? Damn good players, you Frenchies!’

Freddy gave Mr Andrews a withering look, whilst JoJo shuffled nervously to a spot behind Wil. Mr
Andrews smiled, reached over, and pulled Freddy a couple of metres away from the group.

‘ Look, lad, I think my playing days might be numbered. What with my back now, and thisleg. Shot off
in Sudan it was. Why don’t you let me be your manager? |’ ve been watching football for sixty years, |
can help you become great.’



‘I’ll think about it’, said Freddy after a moment’ s reflection, relieved at the thought that Mr Andrews
might not be playing with them after all.

As they walked back down the road, JoJo tugged at Wil’s arm, and unexpectedly whispered,
“Wil, | think | want to join your team...’
He turned towards her face, to see her deep brown eyes pleading longingly towards him.

‘Oh dear ... oh dear’, he thought to himself.

*kkkk*%k
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Getting the Team Together...Day 7

That day Freddy and Wil had spent the morning in the house with Clara. She had appeared at the door
early that day with a copy of her Frivolous Book for Girls, and they had whiled away afew hourstrying
some of its suggestions. Clara’s particular favourite had been the section on Conkers, which she had
clearly prepared for. The conkers she used seemed to be harder and more robust than the ones she
passed to them. They lost game after game, and plenty of skin from their fingers.

Later in the afternoon, they sat back down at the table where it had all started the previous week. Freddy
consulted his team sheet.

‘Well, we have Michadl ...
‘YES’, said Hardy, unable to contain his admiration for the young prodigy.

“We have Michael, me, Wil, you Hardy, Jaz, and Clara. That makessix. We need a team of at |east
seven, plus some substitutes'.

‘And JoJo,” said Wil quietly. They ignored him.

‘And JoJo,” said Wil dlightly louder.

‘Yes, well, OK’, replied Freddy, ‘but I’m not sure we can deal with too many girlsin the team'.
There was a moment’ s pause, then,

‘WHACK!" ‘KAPOW!" ‘S_AMY’

Freddy reeled back as Clara attacked him.

‘“What’ s wrong with girls, eh? You think we're not strong enough eh? You think we're not quick
enough, en? Eh? Eh? EH? You think we can’t look after ourselves, en? Well, you'll see, won't you,

eh? Eh? Eh? NO WAY are you going to stop her joining the team. NO WAY!'

She continued slapping him until he said he was very sorry, and yes, there was no reason to not have
girlsin the team, and yes, JoJo could join, and yes, girls were better than boys, and yes, and yes...

So, thanks to her unlikely friend Clara, JoJo was on the team. She was not present to hear the news.
‘Thereis one other possibility,” continued Freddy when he had recovered from the onslaught of Clara.
Just then, Mr Andrews hobbled past the house, clutching alarge brown envelope.

*kkkk*k

Most of them had been at a party at the weekend. It was Jaz's 10th birthday, and they had gathered at a
local sports hall for the usual diet of games, sports, and fun.

The usual diet also usually consisted of chips, beans and jelly, but this party was different. Jaz's



grandmother had produced an amazing range of food, including several different types of rice, chicken
dishesin three different sauces, and various snackfoods — onion bhajis, chapathis, and naan breads.
Unlike other parties, the food had been the main feature of the event, and they had feasted wonderfully.

But the most unusual thing that had happened (apart from all the kids eating the party food) was when
someone had arrived late for the party.

*kkk*x

They had been busy eating, when there was aloud creaking noise from the roof of the sports hall where
the party was. Almost everyone had |looked up to where the noise was coming from. A small skylight
window, right in one of the top corners of the hall, was now open, and a pale hand was reaching through
it.

The hand was followed by an arm, a shoulder, and a head, as the figure in the roof tried to squeeze
through the tiny space available. They watched, open-mouthed, as he moved his lithe body through the
window.

‘COOL!" yelled Hardy, ‘look at that!’

All the children stared up at the event unfolding above them. The figure was now three-quarters of the
way through the window.

‘But, but...how will he get down,” said Wil, nervoudly.

The boy was at least fifteen metres (the height of a house) above the floor , and there was nothing
around him to offer any support. He was now sitting on the ledge of the window, his legs dangling over
the empty space below him. He was smiling. He reached back through the window, and produced two
things. Thefirst was a hook, attached to arope. The second was alarge, brightly coloured package. He
shut the window behind him.

There were gasps as in what seemed like a split second, he threw the hook over the top of one of the
gym apparatus bars, about five metres from where he was perched, and used the rope to swing down
from the roof, landing with a skid on the floor, just in front of Jaz.

‘Jaz, sorry I’'mlate, Happy Birthday’. He handed the coloured package to Jaz.

‘Alex, how are you? Thanks for coming’, Jaz replied, asif his entry was the most normal thing in
theworld. Therest of the guests just stared, open-mouthed.

*kkk*

‘Jaz, Jaz, come here’, Freddy had said as they were leaving, ‘that guy, Alexisit? We need him
for theteam! Wereally do. Really”’

‘Sorry Freddy,” Jaz replied, ‘1 think he' staken. Plays for Butterfield. You'retoo late'.
Butterfield was a well-known local football club, very professional, always winning some tournament or

another. They were very serious about their football. Freddy had talked to Mr Andrews about it the
next day.



“Yes, he sounds like someone we need, lad. Have you talked to him?’

Freddy had not thought to ask Alex directly about joining the team, in fact he had been a bit scared of
him following the dramatic entry at the party.

‘Tell you what, lad, leave it with me. | believe his parents are no longer around, but | used to go
hang-gliding with his granddad, you know, before | crashed into the sea and managed to drown this

damn leg of mine. 1'll seewhat | can do. There are always ways of tempting players away from other
teams .

*kkkk*k

So that iswhat Mr Andrews had been doing with the large brown envelope...
Later that morning,
BOOM!
BANG!
KARRUMPH! Tinkle, tinkle!
‘I’ve had worse!’
‘I think he’sarrived!” said Freddy, turning to Wil as they finished up their breakfast.
“Yes, good luck, Bro, | hope you make it!’
Freddy had been asked to go to a meeting of the league that morning, to discuss the arrangements for
matches. The meeting was to be held at the Springhurst Community Hall, and athough they could have
got there by bus, Mr Andrews (who had now confirmed himself as their coach and manager) had insisted
that they should drive. Nervously, Wil and Freddy opened the front door.
Mr Andrews was standing by the gate examining the damage.

‘Nothing to worry about, lad, just a few scratches. 1’ve had worse!’
The brick wall outside their house was now missing severa bricks. The car had alarge dent on the | eft-
hand side front wing. 1t matched the one that was already there on the right-hand side. And the one at
the back. And the broken window. And the dentsin theroof. (Theroof! How did they get there?).

‘I’ve had a few problems with the brakes, lad. Nothing to worry about’.

Freddy looked worried. Even Wil, who was not travelling with them, looked a bit worried. Even Mr
Andrews, despite saying there was nothing to worry about, looked worried.

Nevertheless, Freddy climbed into the little car.



‘BOOM! BANG! HUPY'
They stopped.
‘ Ah, nothing to worry about, lad, won’t be a minute!’

Mr Andrews went to fetch something out of the boot. It was alarge handle, which he then inserted
somewhere in the front of the vehicle, and turned vigorously. The car shook violently, coughed several
times, and lurched back into life. Mr Andrews waved the handle triumphantly.

They set off.

Despite the lurching and the banging and the wobbling, the car actually had a good turn of speed. The
problem was more that it appeared that Mr Andrews had never taken adriving test.

On straight roads they were aright, it was when the time came to turn that the problems occurred.

They cameto ajunction. Mr Andrews made a perfectly reasonable right turn, but was surprised when
the drivers coming in the other direction started hooting their horns, and waving their fists at him.
Freddy crouched low in the front seat as a succession of vehicles swerved out of their way.

‘Friendly lot this morning, aren’t they, lad?’ said Mr Andrews cheerfully, waving back at the
oncoming traffic, and sounding his own hornin reply.

‘Mr Andrews, you're on the wrong side of the road,” Freddy tried to sound calm despite the
chaos erupting around him.

‘Goodness gracious me, you could beright there, lad. Well spotted.’.

Three cars ploughed into each other behind them. Mr Andrews, in his own time, pulled over to the
correct side of the highway. Freddy relaxed in his seat alittle, after looking round for any flashing blue
lights which would signify they had been spotted.

Roundabouts were a particular speciality. Mr Andrews seemed not to realise that roundabouts had an
entry point (easy enough), but that you also needed to get off them in order to go the way you wanted to
go. At several roundabouts they had simply carried on going round them, in one instance, seven times.
Mr Andrews had simply smiled, hummed happily to himself, and muttered,

‘Damn twisty road, thisone, isn’t it, lad?’

But eventually they had arrived at the meeting place. Freddy almost fell out of the car in relief.

*kkk*x

‘Pretty motley collection, here, lad. We could do well in thisleague’, said Mr Andrews as he
surveyed the scenein front of them in the Hall. There were chairs arranged facing atable at one end of
the room, where the organisers were sitting. There were about twenty people gathered in little groups,
chatting nervously with each other. Most were dressed in normal clothes (like Freddy, who was wearing
his England football shirt, jeans, and his favourite trainers), although two groups stood out.



In one corner, was a group of three adults and three kids. They all wore identical red and white striped

shirts, and each had atraining jacket slung elegantly over their shoulders, or on the back of the chair on
which they were sitting. On the back of the jackets was written * Butterfield FC' then under that * Going
Places!’. They huddled together discussing something very earnestly.

‘Look at them, Mr Andrews', said Freddy nervously watching the Butterfield group, ‘they seem
very professional’.

‘Don’t worry about that, lad, you have the makings of a very good team, y'know. We'll get you
into shape and just because you don’t have the kit or the organisation, it doesn’t mean you won't
succeed. And you’ ve done a great job getting that team together. One or two starsthere, lad.’

‘I know', said Freddy smiling, ‘that Michael is something else’.

“You're not so bad yourself, Freddy, remember that. You just be proud of being the captain’.
The other group was in compl ete contrast to the professional Butterfield ouitfit.

There were three of them, ayoung girl and two elderly women, whispering to each other in another
corner of theroom. Occasionally amighty cackle of laughter would come from them, and then they

would go back to their earnest discussions. In contrast to the bright colours and stripes of some of the
other teams, this group were dressed entirely in black.

*kkkk*k

The meeting passed without incident, and it was agreed that the first matches should be this coming
Saturday. There were to be eight teamsin the league. Thefinal task at the meeting wasto register the
teams. Mr Andrews and Freddy queued up patiently as the teams gave their details to the organiser
behind the desk.

They got to the front of the line, and the man behind the desk asked them to fill in some details. The
most difficult question was the first one.

‘Teamname?’ he said briskly.

Freddy turned to Mr Andrews. Mr Andrews turned to Freddy. They both looked up to the ceiling.
They both looked at the floor.

‘“What' s the name of your team?’ said the man again.
‘The Croaking Mr Andrewss’, croaked Mr Andrews.
Freddy looked at him asiif, this time, he had really flipped.
‘How are you spelling that?’, said the man, without batting an eyelid.

‘I smell and I’'mfat? How dare you, young man? Just get the name down and be done with it!
| don’t know, young people these days...’

Freddy decided not to push it. They could always changeit later. They left the meeting.



*kkk*

Asthey emerged from the building into the October sunshine, the group of black-clad ladies were still in
ahuddle just outside the door. Freddy strained to hear what they were saying as he went past. A

cackle. Morewhispering. Then, indistinctly, he thought he heard one of them say ‘bagunited’ or
‘bagsunited’, or perhaps ‘hagsunited'.

As they approached the car, Freddy turned once again to look at the group. One of the older ones was
somehow familiar. Yes, that wasit! But why? Clearly, definitely now, he recognised her. Her black
coat. Her dark eyes. Her long straggly hair. Yes! Then, OH NO!

*kkkk*%k

It was the lady from number twenty-three.
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Getting the Team Together...Day 8 with JoJo

Meanwhile, Wil and JoJo were out shopping. Jaz was playing agame. Hardy was sleeping. Michagl
was practicing. Alex wasin hiding. Clarawasjust...well, just being Clara.

*k k%%
“Non, non, non! Absolument Non! Jerefusel’.

JoJo put her hand on her hip and turned her head to one side, with her big eyes still staring dolefully at
Wil. He put back the blue and white striped shirt he had picked up from the shelf.

‘What about this one?’

‘Areyou crazy? Ze greensjust don't gowiz zegrass. We must ‘ave somesing wiz style, mon ami! This
teamwill be ze best looking in ze championnat!’

Wil tried again,

‘But, does it really matter what we look like? We're just going out for a couple of games of football,
after all’.

‘Ah Zut Alors Wil! What are you talking about?’

‘“Well, | just thought that...

‘Shurt urp, Will' A team plays with panache, with pizzazz, with a certain ‘je ne sais quoi’!
‘I don’'t know what you are talking about’.

‘| said, ‘jenesaisquoi’. It meansa certain somesing. A certain élan, a certain flair for ze beautiful
game!’

‘I still don't get it’.

‘Let me explain mon petit ami. If we, ze playeurs of ze team, feel we are the best, zen we will be ze best.
We ‘aveto believe in ourselves, we *ave to aspire to be ze greatest in ze world!’

‘Oh, come on, JoJo, it's only the Springhurst village league or...’

‘NON! Never! You must never sink like zat. Zisisthe biggest sing in our young lives. To be or not to
be, zat is ze question. We must ook ze part! We march on our stomachs!’

Wil laughed, and put his arm around her shoulder.
‘“You're crazy, you are!’

“You murst understand, Wil, | sink, zerefore | am!’



Wil thought for a moment about what she had said. Then he stopped thinking. Couldn’t make head nor
tail of it. He picked up another kit from the shelf.

“You see, you are learning! Zisoneis murch better! Ze blues and ze reds carry a more profound
messarge! Put zisoneto one side.’

Although she was horribly bossy and strange, Wil really liked being with JoJo. Anything could happen,
and often it did. Her temper was legendary.

’Eadbands! We murst ‘ave ‘ eadbands!, she said suddenly, ‘and wristbands! Find ‘ zem Wil!’

Wil went off to look for headbands and wristbands, whilst JoJo argued with one of the shop assistants
about the best colour socks and shorts to match the blue and yellow shirts. Finally they emerged from
the shop with a complete kit, and set off back to Wil’s house, where Freddy and the others were waiting.

*kkkk*%k

A few minutes later, Clara and JoJo, having left the room, returned wearing the kit.

Claraburst into the room, shirt hanging over her shorts, one sock down, one sock up.
‘Cool!", said Hardy.

A moment later, JoJo.

She had put her hair up in akind of scrunched up way. Her shirt wasimmaculately ironed. It was
tucked neatly into her shorts, and her socks were perfectly symmetrical around her knees. Shewore a
single wristband, and, at a dight angle, the headband across her forehead. She carried a bright white
football under one arm, smiled nervously, and almost skipped to the centre of the room.

‘She’sgonna betrouble!’, muttered Hardy in Freddy’s ear.

*kkk*

They completed their last training session before the first game. Sitting on the ground with the team
arranged around him, Mr Andrews was pacing up and down, giving them afinal talking to.

‘Well, lads, thisisit...", he started.
‘Hu..hmmm...?", Clara cleared her throat extravagantly.
‘Ahem, sorry, lads... and lasses...’, he corrected himself.

‘Lads, and Lasses, we are gathered here to prepare for the biggest game of your young lives. |
remember, back in’55, wasit? Taking the field against the mighty Arsenal, or was it Chelsea?
Anyway, fantastic team they had at that time. No-one gave us a hope of winning the game. And we
didn’'t winit. Lost eight-nil! | got injured. Damn leg broken in two places. But did | cry? Did | roll
around on the ground, screaming like a baby? Well, yes| did, actually. But anyway, | got up and
carried on, lifting my useless leg by hand whenever | had to go anywhere. Infact | scored. Swvung the
leg round at the ball, connected, ball flying into the top corner. Goalkeeper dives one way, then the



other, ball just flies past his outstretched fingers and almost bursts the net. Goalkeeper gets up and
startsyelling at me. Oops, wrong end! Anyway, lads and lasses, thisis your moment, once more unto
the breach dear friends, you must fight them on the beaches, you must...you must...

Mr Andrews looked to the skies for more inspiration.

They all looked at each other in consternation.

‘It' s Wanderersfirst up next week. |’ ve watched themin training. Only got one player to worry
about. Akid called Skip. Australian | think. You can do it!.

With that, he stood up, shook each of them by the hand, and walked towards the setting sun. Silhouetted
against the low light, he looked like a great warrior heading off into battle. Apart from the limp.

Jaz spoke next.
‘| don't get it. What was he talking about?’

‘Don’t worry’, said Freddy, ‘1 think he means we should just go out and enjoy it, and that we're
actually quite a good team. But we need a name for the team. Any ideas?’

They all looked at Hardy, whose eyes were tight shut, his head pointing upwards in deep concentration.
There was silence.

‘“Well, come on then...!I”, said Wil impatiently.
‘Don’t disturb me, I'mthinking’, Hardy replied from behind his eyelids.
Silence.
More silence.
Then alittle ‘ooh!” from Hardy, hisfinger raised in expectation.
Then alittle ‘no!” from Hardy, as he forgot what he had thought of.
Then abig ‘I’ ve had enough of this!” from Clara.
Freddy intervened.
“We need to think up a name for our team, not just say words at random. Football teams are usually
called something like ‘stars' or ‘athletic’ or ‘town’ or ‘united’. And we are a junior team, of
children’.
‘Springhurst Town!” yelled Hardy triumphantly.
“How about Springhurst United?’ said Jaz quietly, ‘or Soringhurst Athletic?’

‘Maybe we need something like ‘ Springhurst Juniors', something that shows we are young?', said Wil.



‘The Springhurst Children?’
‘NO WAY! That sounds like ‘ The Railway Children’, YUK!", said Clara.

‘Ze United Children?’ came a soft, French voice, and then, ‘If ze kids are united, zey will nev-air be
deevided'.

‘That’sit! We'vegot it. Stand up everyone! Now, put your hands together!’

They formed alittle huddle in the middle of the pitch. Freddy drew them closer to him. They threw
their handsin the air, and Freddy announced the name of the team.

‘We are...(duh, duh, duuuughhh!)...Lancaster Road!’

He went over to Mr Andrews' s flipchart at the side of the pitch, flipped over Mr Andrews' s attempt to
draw apicture of afootball pitch, and wrote, in large green letters,

‘Lancaster Road!”’
His spelling was still a bit shaky, but Lancaster Road it was!

*kkk*%k

‘Lancaster Road it isthen. See you next week!’.

*kkk*%k
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L et the GamesBegin — Day 1

The twittering of the soggy birds. The squelching of athousand tiny feet. The chattering of a hundred
damp children.

That'sright. Lancaster Road were about to play their first match.
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The week before the game had been wet. 1t had rained and rained and rained. During the day it had
rained, and during the night, it had poured. During abrief break in the rain, there had been a hailstorm.
The team had met up at Freddy’ s house but had been unableto train. Instead they had spent time
watching replays of Match of the Day.

‘Yo...Yo!", yelled Hardy triumphantly as David James flew the length of his goal to stop aVillafree
kick.

‘“Wow...!I"’, said Wil as Reading’s Y akou Meite headed one in against Bristol.
‘Hmmm?...", said Freddy, as Ronaldo tripped over a nasty blade of grass against Milan.

And Michael said nothing at all. He sat there, silently watching, studying. Occasionally an eyebrow
would raise, hisleg would twitch asif he was about to emulate one of his heros, or his head would nod
in quiet acknowledgement of agreat goal. At the end of the programme, he smiled contentedly to
himself.
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When Saturday finally arrived, their tiny feet squelched onto the pitch, alongside the other teams. They
jogged over to pitch E, where their match against Hurst Rovers was due to take place.

Freddy’ s daydreaming had now become areality. Helooked out at the scene in front of him. Hundreds
of children getting ready to play. All nervous, excited, and inspired at the same time. Looking around
he thought to himself, We can do well, we really can, and then other thoughts challenged him, but,

we' ve never played before, what if we get beaten?

Just then Clara, who had brought a yellow World Cup football with her, tried to kick it the length of the
pitch towards the goal, but she ended up slipping on the wet ground and falling flat on her back with a
splash in amuddy puddle. She lay there still for afew seconds, then started laughing crazily. Freddy
had to smiletoo. He woke from his daydream.

‘Right boys and girls! Remember what | said! Enjoy yourselves! Give a hundred percent!’
Mr Andrews, who was taking his coaching role very seriously, had written out small cards for each of
the players, which he was now handing out to them. Freddy’s card read Up and at ‘em, boy! Wil took

his and saw the words Fear Nothing! written in a spidery handwriting.

Actually there was nothing to fear, because they were all lined up against an invisible opposition. With
aminute to go, Hurst had not yet turned up.



But just then, asmall army emerged from the dressing room area. Clad in bright yellow with
green edgings, four or five coaches accompanied the team of ten players onto the playing surface. They
jogged professionally over towards the Lancaster Road players. Handshakes all round. Freddy was
impressed when one of them said * G’ day, skipper!” to him. He looked proudly at the captain’s band on
hisleft arm, as he went to meet the referee in the middle.
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The whistle went. Rovers kicked off. Game on!

United started with Hardy in goal, a defence comprising Jaz and Wil, Freddy and Alex in midfield, and
with Claraand Michael up front. JoJo was controversially left on the bench and stood there miserably,
dressed in a blue tracksuit.

Right from the start, it was obvious that Rovers had more organisation, more training behind them,
severa strong (if not the most skilful) players, and that Mr Andrews had been right in identifying one
player in particular, called Skip, who was small and fast. When he got the ball things seemed to
happen. Twice he got away from Freddy in the midfield, and amost reached a point where he could
shoot. On both occasions Jaz put in good tackles. The third time, Skip rounded Wil, shot low to the | eft
corner, but then saw Hardy leap brilliantly to turn it round the post for a corner.

‘Yo Yo Ma!’, he yelled as he picked himself up and pumped the air with hisfists, ‘Come ON, United!”’

The game went from one end to the other, with Mr Andrews encouraging them from the sidelines,
occasionally suggesting atactical move, but more often just going for general advice,

‘Give it somewelly, lad!” ‘Good girl! Now, up to Michael!”

And up to Michael it went. Picking it up on halfway, he dipped his shoulder, went round two Rovers
players, flicked the ball up into the air, then nodded it across the Rovers goal to an unmarked Clarawho
simply tapped it home for the opening goal.

One-Nil to Lancaster Road!

The crowd, composed of parents and friends, cheered and stamped their feet in joy at the goal. Or rather
sguished their feet into to muddy turf. The Rovers fans, who had seemed confident of victory, went
suddenly quiet. The only other reaction to the goal came from the neighbouring pitch, where an old
lady, dressed in black, muttered to herself and thrust her hands deep into the pockets of her coat.

The last move of thefirst half was started by Hardy’ s long kick out from goal, which landed at the feet
of Alex. Alex tried to trap the ball but it bounced under hisfoot. Asit bounced up however, Alex
jumped high in the air to volley a pass out to Michael on the right wing. Several of the watching crowd
applauded this audacious move.

But applause turned to murmurs of consternation around the ground as Michael went down awkwardly
under a challenge from the Rovers' captain Skip.

The murmurs turned to a deathly hush as Michael seemed not to be moving.

Then sighs of relief as he lifted his arms weakly, and was helped up. Two of the Rovers coaches helped



Michael stagger from the field, although he seemed not to know where he was. The referee blew for
half-time. Mr Andrews stood scratching his wrinkled head, muttering sadly to himself.

What on earth were they going to do now?

*kkk*x
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What on earth were they going to do now?

*kkk*x

Mr Andrews scratched his head again, as six concerned faces stared up at him from the huddle they had
formed near the centre circle. Michael’sfamily were tending to him on the touchline. The Roversteam
were looking quietly confident. Mr Andrews took charge of the situation.

‘Erm, er...’

Hetried again.

‘“Well...erm...you' vejust got to...erm...

‘Come ON, Grandad’', said Clara, looking up to her grandparent for a decision.

‘It'ssimple,’ said Wil, ‘move everyone up. Bring Hardy into defence, move me into midfield, and Alex
up front’.

‘And WHO will play in goal ?’, said Hardy belligerently.

‘Eet weel be me!’, said JoJo decisively, stepping lightly over the ground to where they were huddled.
She adjusted her headband, pulled her gloves on, and marched (or rather, sort of skipped) her way over
to the goalmouth. Hardy looked at Freddy, and raised one eyebrow to the sky. Freddy said nothing.

‘Excellent, same again this half, you can do it!” said Mr Andrews, regaining alittle of his composure.

*kkk*x

But they couldn’'t do it.
Without Michael, the team was not the same.

They tried hard. Alex tried out hisfull range of tricks to get around the Rovers defence, but the move
would always break down in the face of strong defending. Clara pushed and shoved her way through,
several times, but could not produce a second goal which would have given them breathing space. And
at the other end, the opposition strikers were starting to come alive.

With their captain in inspirational form, they fashioned a goal from a great move down the left touchline
which Hardy tried to intercept, but he only succeeded in kicking at thin air as the ball went past him and
settled into the bottom corner of JoJo’s net.

With a minute to go, the teams were battling it out in midfield, when Skip once again embarked on a
mazy run before passing to the smallest player on the pitch who bustled the ball in off a post. JoJo, who
nonetheless dived the length of the goalmouth to try to get to the ball, had no chance. She groaned as

she cleaned some of the mud off her face...and her hands...and her knees. Hardy gave her agreat slap on
the back,



‘Bad luck, JoJo...nothing you could do about it!’.
JoJo managed a weak and enigmatic smile.

The referee blew for full time, and the supporters of both sides cheered for what had been a great game
between two evenly-matched teams. Mr Andrews consoled his young charges, saying that they had
played agreat game, they could have earned adraw, it was only their first game...

Freddy sat close to the sideline, clasping his forehead in his muddy hands, contemplating the fact they
had lost a match they could, and maybe should, have won. His mind was aimost blank, his dream
already shattered. He had missed the vital tackle, he had not captained the team properly, he had not...

‘Freddy, lad, stand up!” Mr Andrews was surprisingly firm.

‘We lost agame. We lost a close game. Everyone played well. What more can | ask? Yes, it would
have been great to win, but thisis only one battle on a long and complex journey, thisisonly...’

Sensing another lengthy military story, Freddy smiled weakly and interrupted,
‘“You'reright. We played OK, didn’t we? For a start?’
“You most certainly did, Freddy, my lad. And look, things are already looking up!’

They looked down the touchline, where Michael was already standing and keepy-upping aball. Coach
and captain looked at each other and smiled.

*kkk*x

After school on the Wednesday after the game, Freddy and Wil were munching on crisps and beginning
their usual leisure time activity. Hardy wasin the far corner of the room, head deep in alarge yellow
book.

“You got Firmino?’, said Wil abruptly.
‘No, but I need him, will you swap him for Kepa?', replied Freddy.

“Whoah! Hang on a minute! Wait for me!” Hardy raced across the big room to join them at the table,
yellow folder in hand.

‘Right, | need Salah, five star shiny although | don’t know why, and | also need Jagielka and Brewster
to complete Sheffield United, and if | don’t get Phil Foden soon I’ll probably DIE, and Ramsdaleis
WAY better than Allison, and who's got Olise, | really need him | really really do, and why have Arsenal
got two five star shinies especially Lacazette who doesn’'t even want to play, and I’'ll swap all my
Watfords for just one Paul Pogba, and if you’ ve got a Mason Greenwood I’ [l swap him for two Harry
Maguires and a couple of Fredsif you like, and | wish | could be on these cards, maybe we should make
our own team, | could be the first match winner goalkeeper, has anyone got a spare James Rodrigues?’

Wil and Freddy collapsed on the floor laughing, still clutching their own folders. Hardy joined them,
and managed to pick up a card which had fallen to the floor out of one of the folders. They pounced on
him as he tried to dlip it into his own collection. It took two of them to hold him down as they prized it



(therelatively obscure Marc Guehi) out of hishands. They al laughed and lay there, breathing heavily.

*kkk*

There was a knock at the door which Freddy went to answer. He looked out of the window before
opening the door. It was Mr Andrews.

‘Ah, hello Freddy, don’t forget training on Friday after school. 1’1l seeyou all there, pleasetell the
others, and...oh...you' Il need this'.

With that Mr Andrews handed Freddy a luminous yellow football and a carrot.
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With that Mr Andrews handed Freddy a luminous yellow football and a carrot.

*kkk*

At four o-clock on the Friday they gathered at Freddy and Wil’ s house, waiting for Mr Andrews to
arrive. Jaz was studying the ball intently, alarge book open at the word ‘luminous’ at his side.

‘Hold it under the light, then turn the light off. What's supposed to happen is that the ball is
phosphorescent’.

‘HANG ON!", said Hardy predictably, ‘foss for ressent? What does that mean?’. Jaz read on for afew
seconds.

‘It means that the ball is painted in some special stuff that takesin light and then emits it again when it
isdark. Absolutely fascinating.” He adjusted his glasses further down his nose so that he could focus
better on what he was reading.

‘So you' re saying that when we turn the light off, the ball’ s going to glow in the dark. NO WAY!" said
Clarain disbelief.

‘Give it a few more minutes, you'll see. What else did he give you?’

Freddy handed Jaz the carrot. Even Jaz looked a bit quizzical as he turned the pages of his
encyclopaediato the section beginning with ‘C’. He fingered the pages urgently as he searched for
clues to the significance of the carrot.

‘Aha, hereitis!’, and heread out,

‘...During the second world war, various tricks were played on the enemy to cover up the fact that
Britain had developed a system for seeing enemy planesin the dark — called radar. The Royal Air Force
did not want the enemy to know this, so they invented stories, including one which said that pilots had
been given cats' eyes so that they could see better in the dark, and another which said that pilots were
being fed large quantities of carrots so that they could better see the enemy aircraft on dark nights...’
‘S0, he wants us to see better in the dark?’, said Wil, ‘why would we want to do that?’

‘“Well, look outside, it is almost dark, and we are just going off training’, Jaz replied.

‘Hang on, though, read on...” said Freddy. Jaz read a bit further,

‘...Both of these tricks were entirely untrue, although carrots do contain Vitamin A which isimportant in
vision and bone growth...’

‘I know a great trick, turn the lights off...quick!” said Hardy, just as JoJo was coming back from the
kitchen. Hardy crept under the table with the ball, which, sure enough, was now emitting a ghostly
green glow.



“Whoo..000..." went Hardy from under the table. The others covered their mouths to try to keep from
laughing.

“Oooh...oooh! went JoJo, stepping back in fright.

‘WHOO...000...000!"" went Hardy, louder thistime, slowly lifting the glowing ball out from behind
the table, so that it looked like a ghostly sunrise set against the rest of the dark room.

‘Ooolalal Mama Mia! ‘Elp me, ‘elp me!” screamed JoJo, her hands pressed hard against her eyes, her
little feet tottering up and down in alarm at the sight. With the others falling about laughing, Hardy
lobbed the ball at her and she departed screaming (and cursing — in French) to answer the door to Mr
Andrews.

*kkk*x

They all trudged up the road to the park, each carrying at least one bag of the hundreds of carrots that Mr
Andrews had brought with him. The sun had gone down an hour before, and night was falling.

At the ground, Mr Andrews gathered them around him, and started opening one of the bags.

‘Now listen to me. Difficult game thisweekend. Girls' team...” There was a whispered exclamation of
‘Yessss!’ from the boys present.

Mr Andrews continued, ‘when | was a lad, | would look up into the skies, and see the planes overhead...’

‘Mr Andrews, carrots don't really help you seein the dark,’ interrupted Jaz, ‘ but they are very good for
you anyway' .

‘Absolutely right, lad, just what | was going to say,’ lied Mr Andrews, munching on a carrot, ‘OK, let’'s
get started’.

*kkk*x

The training session went surprisingly well considering they were unable to see the goals, the sidelines,
or each other. Clara, Jaz, Freddy and Wil were on one side, dressed in bright orange bibs, with Michadl,
Alex, JoJo and Hardy, who all happened to be in dark blue tops, forming the other team. They were a
strange sight to anyone passing by.

But after some minutes, their eyes got used to the light and they started to play some football.

After half an hour or so, most of the light had drained from the ball, and the game ended when Hardy
fired a shot from halfway which nobody saw at all, even though it just trickled into Clara’ s goal. She
kicked it away in disgust and Mr Andrews drew them together once more.

‘So, my friends, any questions?’

Michael spoke, quietly,

‘Mr Andrews, why are we out in the pitch dark, playing football with a luminous ball?”



‘Ah, I’'m glad you asked me that question Michael. You see, tomorrow, you're playing another difficult
team. | don’t know much about them, but they’re all girls, and I’'mnot at all sure about their

manager. Livesdown the road here at number 23. Now I’ ve met some funny ladiesin my time
(especially old Rita, back in ’53 | think it was), but this one actually frightens me a bit. Oh... and the
name of their team... very odd.’

He scratched his head. Hejuggled afootball nervously in his hands.

‘Yes, take care tomorrow, you're playing against the mysterious... Hags United!’
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‘Yes, take care tomorrow, you're playing against the mysterious... Hags United!’

*kkk*x

It was awet, windy and worrying sort of day. Eight nervous footballers. JoJogging up and down,
stretching one way, stretching the other. Jumping on the spot.

Mr Andrews aso looked nervous, but his instructions were clearer than usual.

‘Just go out there and enjoy it. We lost one last week...so what? In football there is always another
game just round the corner. Give it another go. Just do your best, and give a hundred percent effort’.

They gathered together in alittle huddle and Freddy spoke,

‘Don’'t look at them. Just play. We have some great players, we can do this. Remember the passing,
the dribbling, and the shooting. Shoot from anywhere!’

‘BANG!’. As he said the word shoot there was an enormous explosion of noise from the other end of the
pitch where the Hags team were preparing in asimilar huddle. Except up from the middle of their
huddle rose a plume of greenish yellow smoke.

‘I...1... don't really likethis...at all...", ssammered Hardy, looking across at the group, who were now
cackling madly as their coach (afat lady wearing a dark cloak) waved her team onto the pitch.

The team itself was dressed in black baggy shirts and long flowing black trousers, which made them
look rather ghostly, and produced a flapping sound when they ran.

But the half went well, astwo goals from Michael, avolley from Alex, and a dliding stab home from Jaz
put Lancaster Road four goals up. Freddy beamed happily from his midfield role as the team started
enjoying themselves. Even thereferee, formally dressed in black and white, was smiling at the quality
of the football.

‘C’mon United, keep playing like this, it’s not over until the fat lady sings!’, yelled Mr Andrews happily
as another goal went in, thistime volleyed from twenty metres by Clara, who jumped high inthe air in
delight.

Just then, the fat lady started singing.

*kkk*x

The words of her song were indistinct. From where most of the Lancaster Road supporters were sitting,
all they could hear were words like *doublée’, ‘trouble’, and ‘toil’, sung in the direction of the Hags girls,
accompanied by several of the old ladies whirring their hands in a sort of stirring motion. Asthiswas
happening, the referee was involved in a heated debate with some of the Hags supporters. There was
much shaking of fists, some raised voices, and a brief scuffle. The referee came back onto the pitch
looking a bit ruffled, or at least a bit different.



This seemed to encourage the girls, who came out for the second half much more positively.

The second period started with Lancaster Road on the move once more, but several attacks were broken
up by the re-invigorated Hags defence. The two central defenders seemed to have taken inspiration from
the incessant chanting now coming from the touchline, and literally broke up the attacks, with Alex
being sent flying by one scything tackle (naturally, he managed to do a double somersault and land on
hisfeet), and Michael’ s progress being stopped by the other defender, who yelled *mind yer dodgy knee,
ha ha ha!” before taking him out close to the Hags supporters, who cheered and hooted wildly.

One of the girlsthen set off on along run down the left, and, bearing down on Hardy in goal, she
appeared to throw something towards him. Some kind of purple powder. Before the defence could get
there, Hardy let out the most enormous sneeze which almost shook him off his feet, and momentarily
meant that he was unable to do anything about the shot heading towards his goal. In the end he flapped
wildly at the ball to no avail. 1t waslodged in the back of the net. The Hags had got one back.

The next Lancaster Road attack saw Freddy running down the wing at high speed, ball close to his feet,
looking for someone to pass to on theinside. As he was looking up, one of the Hags supporters stuck
out her foot and sent him sprawling to the ground, with the ball bouncing harmlessly out of play for a
throw-in. The supporter just looked up to the sky and whistled innocently.

The crowd turned to the referee in expectation of afreekick, at least. But the referee just screeched
‘play on!’. And laughed.

Two more goals followed, both of which were scored by the same Hags player. The first was when she

was all aonein the penalty area, with only Hardy to beat, and she pointed to something in the sky.

Hardy, who was already nervous about the whole game, looked up for a split second, only to find the

ball in the back of the net. The second goal was when the same player was challenged by Hardy in the

penalty area and dived blatantly over his outstretched hand. Once again the referee, looking rather

pleased, pointed to the penalty spot, chuckling happily.

“Wouldn't see that in the Premiership!’ shouted Mr Andrews in his usual naive sort of way.

As full time approached, Lancaster Road managed to contain the game in middle of the park, and

although the referee added six minutes on for non-existent injury time, they held on for awin. Thetwo

teams shook hands in the middle of the pitch, as assorted parents and friends ran over to congratul ate

them. Freddy couldn’t help noticing how bony and cold the hands of the Hags girls felt.

After the celebrations died down, Wil and Freddy were walking slowly back to the changing rooms.
‘Urghhh...

‘“What did you say?’ said Freddy, turning to Wil.

‘| didn't say anything’, Wil replied.

‘Urghh...urghhhh!’

They walked over to the edge of the pitch, where the noise was coming from. When they got there, they
couldn’t believe what they saw.



*kkk*
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They walked over to the edge of the pitch, where the noise was coming from. When they gotthere, they
couldn’t believe what they saw.

*kkk*

And when they thought about it, they couldn’t believe that they had actually won.In a shallow ditch, half
submerged in water, whistle stuffed into his mouth... thereferee from the first half.

*kkk*x

On Wednesday, Hardy and Clara were out shopping for kit with Hardy’s Mum.
‘Oh for goodness sake, Hardy, why can't you ever make up your tiny mind, darling?’
It took Claraa split second to react to what Hardy’ s mother had said.

‘Tiny mind! Ha, ha, haaagh!’. She held her stomach asiif it was about to fallout onto the floor of the
shopping centre. ‘Wait til | tell the others, Hardy, oh wow...I"

Hardy looked down at the floor in embarrassment, for once unable to think ofanything to say.

They continued on through the mall, stopping here and there but getting nowherewith their shopping.
The shopping centre was full of the hustle and bustle of Christmastraffic, the usual array of teenage
layabouts, litter, excited children, and tired?ooking Dads.Hardy was almost never in a shopping sort of
mood, and least of all today.

His mother, who was going to be going away for Christmas, had insisted that sheshould buy him some
warm clothes for the winter. They had gone from shop to shop,picking up things here and there. Just
when Hardy thought they had finished, his motherhad said,

“We mustn’t forget your scarf and bobble hat, dear!’
Hardy had forgotten about a scarf and bobble hat when he was about four years old.
Him, Hardy, wearing a scarf! No! And a bobble hat? Oh my word!

He traipsed sadly along after his mother, with Clarateasing him all the way, as theysearched for a
bobble hat shop. The reason he needed the hat and scarf was that tonight wasthe night of the carol
concert. In fact, the whole day was turning out bad.

*kkk*x

Hardy had got into trouble at the Nativity play earlier in the day by first shouting' He' s behind you!’
when one of the shepherds emerged into the light of the stable, and * Oh noyou haven't!” when one of
the Kings said that he had brought frankincense. A teacher hadpulled him out of the audience, and made
him write out * The infants play is not a pantomime’ one hundred times. And that was before the evening
concert had even started.



The carol concert was an annual nightmare for Hardy. His mother had forced him tojoin the school

choir, and they had been preparing for the concert for weeks. Everyone wasvery nice to him, the teachers
always encouraged him to participate, his mother always cooedappreciatively, but he couldn’t sing. He
knew it. He just wished that someone would tellhim to do something else. Like put up the scenery, or
serve drinks to the audience, or run theraffle. But singing? It just wasn’t his thing.

Wil, who was good at amost everything, had a beautiful singing voice. He andFreddy were standing
either side of Hardy as the concert began.

It went off well enough to start with, the sound of Hardy’ s droning drowned out bythe more tuneful
performances of Wil, Freddy, and the rest of the choir. No problems withthe first few carols.

They moved on to Jingle Bells. Hardy made afew changes to the words here andthere to keep himself
amused. It still didn’t make him sing them any better.

Finally, his patience and concentration seemed to snap and he started changingeverything. Oncein
Royal David's City became Once the Royals beat Man City, and Hark theHerald Angels Sing became
‘Hark Wayne Rooney on the Wing'.

The choir around him started to smirk. They started to snigger. Some of themstarted to laugh. One of
them fell off the bench they were perching on. Eventually, ateacherpulled Hardy out and made him
write * Shepherds watched their flocks, not washed their socks' twohundred times.

*kkk*x

After the concert, Wil and Freddy made their way home, down the steep street totheir house. Further
down the road, outside number twenty?three, they could see aboutfifteen people. All in black. Clothes
flapping in the cold wind. Dancing around a big fire inthe garden.

Chanting wickedly.
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On Friday, Freddy and Wil were alonein the big, cold house, aroaring fire lighting up, and warming up,
the sitting room. Their job was to decorate the Christmas tree (which they had done), and to wrap the
presents for all their friends. Their Mum had organised a party for that evening, and al the friends
would be there.

They went upstairs and prepared themselves for the party. Party clothes. Niceironed white shirts.
Pressed trousers. Cute little bow ties.

Pah!

No way! If they were going to have a party, they were going to look the part.

Freddy put on his cleanest, reddest Liverpool shirt, and a pair of really cool jeans. Slightly baggy, saggy
jeans. Helooked at himself in the mirror and adjusted the front of his very short hair dlightly. He
danced briefly in front of the mirror to an imaginary song in his head. The song was Ray singing

“You'll Never Walk Alone' on the X-Factor semi-final. One day that could be me...he thought to himself.
Wil had tried to dress up smartly, but he had dressed very quickly, with the result that his shirt was
hanging out of his trousers, his bow tie was hanging loosely round his neck, and one of his socks was
hanging on the curtain-rail - where he had thrown it in the excitement. He couldn’t reach it, so he
hopped aong the cold wooden floor on his one good foot. The lack of a sock was not going to stop him
enjoying a party!

They ran downstairs to start packing up the presents.

‘Where's Clara’s? said Freddy.

‘Dunno’, said Wil, emerging from alarge roll of wrapping paper, then, ‘Ah, hereitis! | chose
it

Wil handed the package to Freddy.
‘This could betrouble, Bro', he said.
‘I know! But it will be fun too!’.

The package, wrapped in cellophane, contained a dressing-up costume. The package was
pink. Onthefront it said,

Every little girl’s dream — dance like the Sugar Plum Fairy!

For Clara? | don't think so! They wrapped it up quickly, and Freddy wrote alittle note
saying he hoped she would likeit.

Hardy, a boy who had almost everything, was more difficult to choose for. His Mum and Dad
never went to work, because one day, about two years ago, they had bought alottery ticket and won a
large amount of money. These days, they always seemed to be on holiday. But they rarely took Hardy



with them. Thisyear he was going to spend Christmas with Wil and Freddy, whilst his parents were off
skiing. Quite sad really, but they loved having him around, and he loved being there.

But what to buy for a boy who had everything? Wil had had a good idea.

‘Let’s not buy himanything at all. Let’s make something for him'.
So they had spent the last week making football cards for him, featuring all his favourite people. They
had done them on shiny cardboard which they had cut out, and then coloured them in yellow —just like
the real thing. They had done a complete team, including all the Lancaster Road players (they had made
Hardy himself afive-star shiny, match winner, best of the best player), and some of the other people
they knew. Thisincluded Mr Andrews (pictured wearing his 1950s football kit), two of the Hags United
girls, and even their Auntie Annie. Eighteen cardsin all —the full set.

They wrote on the card,

‘To Hardy. The best friend we could possibly have. Have a great Christmas!’

Wil then wrote alittle poem on the card. (But it was much too rude to repeat here).

They continued wrapping the presents, which included a brand new, silver, World Cup
football for Michael, and a dictionary (so that he could look up the meanings of new words) plus a
thesaurus (so that he could find words with similar meanings) for Jaz. For Mr Andrews, they had

purchased awarm-looking flat cap to cover up his bald little head. The card to Mr Andrews read,

Dear Mr Andrews, thank you for helping us with the team. We're gonna be the greatest! And
you will be the Jurgen Klopp of Lancaster Road! Happy Christmas!

They had originally written you will be the Chris Wilder of Lancaster Road, but events had
sadly overtaken them, so they changed it.

For Alex, they had wanted to buy a spy Kkit.

“Yeh, but he's got most of this stuff already’, Freddy had said, remembering the collection of
gadgets and gizmos they had seen in Alex’s house.

‘I wonder why?” Wil added, thoughtfully.
Alex was not going to be at the party. ‘ Got to go away for a few days’, he had said.
‘| wonder why?" Wil had said, quizzically.

*kkk*x

They went upstairs to finish getting ready. When they came down again, a new package had
been put under the tree. About thirty centimeters square, it was elegantly wrapped in luxurious golden
paper. Freddy read the label on the outside.

To my darling Freddy-ickles, good luck next year, with all my love, Auntie Annie.



Freddy had his own problems with nicknames, but Auntie Annie was OK — she was madly eccentric, but
they loved the strange things she did, and she was aways sending them letters and little packages.

From the inside of the box, they could hear afaint ticking sound. On the outside of the box, on top of
the gold paper, was alabel. On the label was written, in his Auntie' s extravagant handwriting:

Handle with care — magic boots inside!

See you next year!

*Oh OK, then, here' sthe poem, if you insist...
Hardy, Hardy, you’'re so coal,

Have a super duper Yule,

You'll be always, in my heart

And brussels sprouts, they make you...la la-la la-la!*

(*Smart...of course)
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‘| said RESOLUTION, not revolution...!” said Freddy as Hardy was busy turning cartwheels across the
room.

They had spent hours thinking about what their New Y ear’ s resolutions should be, but really
only Wil had come up with anything meaningful, and several of those were unobtainable, such as,

‘I will score in every game this season’

‘I will skill the entire opposition before scoring’

‘I will never get annoyed at Hardy spinning around...’

‘Oi, Hardy, leave it out willya’!” he shouted, thus immediately breaking his third resolution.

‘No, | likethis!” Hardy panted, as he crumpled into a heap in the far corner. Asusual, they both
laughed at him and with him at the silliness of it all.

But it had been different on Boxing Day. Very different. Maybe it was the wet and windy
weather. Maybe they had all had too much turkey and mince pies. Or maybe their heads were sore from
the day before. Whatever it was, Freddy had sat down with Wil at the end of the day, head in his hands.

‘I don’t think we can go on like this, Bro. It'sno good'.

On Boxing Day Mr Andrews had organised a friendly match.
Several players had got injured.

One announced his retirement.

One was nearly arrested.

Oh Dear!

*kkk*

It had all started out well enough. At their final match of 2006, the five-three victory over the girls of
Hags United, Mr Andrews had suggested a game between the Lancaster Road players and their parents
on Boxing Day. He had chosen avenue (the field at the top of their street), and had agreed to provide
refreshments for the players and spectators. Everyone had been keen on the idea, and the whole team
had turned up at the appointed time of eleven o’ clock.

Now, afew things were working against them.

Firstly, the weather. It had rained for three days solid over Christmas, and playing on the field on
Boxing Day morning was like running through treacle.



Hardy ran straight onto the pitch and did an extravagant power slide on his knees, skimming at least ten
metres and yelling ‘ Yo!’ at the top of hisvoice.

‘Shut it!” commanded Hardy’ s father, who was dressed in rugby kit. He looked pityingly down at his
son, who came back and stood muddily by his side, head bowed.

Secondly, the parents.

Most of them had had very late nights the night before, and several of them showed signs of wear and
tear even before the match had begun. Hardy’s Dad was not the only one with a temper that morning
(although he was the only one who appeared to be in a permanent strop).

Freddy and Wil’ s father also looked alittle brittle, although he maintained his customary good humour.

‘Come on then, Mr Andrews, let’s get this show on the road!” He had appointed himself captain of the
team (the * Greens’) which included himself and his two sons, Alex and his grandfather (Alex had never
properly known his father, who finally had never returned from one of his many trips overseas), and
Clara accompanied by her mother.

On the other side (the * Yellows') was Hardy and his Dad (who was marching up to the centre circle for
the kick off), JoJo with her papa, Jaz and his Dad, and Michael with his Dad. Mr Andrews took on the
refereeing duties.

JoJo’ s father did not show any signs of a heavy night, although his chin showed the rugged signs of
three days without shaving. He wore a complete France kit from the golden years of Michel Platini. He
made himself busy encouraging his team to stretch and shimmy, until Hardy’ s dad stared at him and
said,

‘Let’sjust get on with it, shall we?’
Monsieur Dupont just shrugged his shoulders and tossed his head back with aslight smile.
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The match started with the Greens (wearing green bibs) on the attack. Freddy, playing in midfield, was
wearing the magic boots he had been given for Christmas by his Auntie Annie. Magic they weren’t, but
brilliant they were, abrand new pair of Nike's, in golden yellow, which fitted perfectly. In the heel was
Nike's new tick technologyTM which showed you how fast you were running by ticking louder and
faster asyou built up speed. As he made hisway with the ball down the wing, he sounded like a bomb
about to go off.

As he got close to the corner flag ready to cross, Hardy's Dad came over and grabbed him by the
shoulder.

‘Hey! Turn that thing off! I’ ve had enough of it.’
As Mr Andrews blew hiswhistle to signal afoul.

‘Leaveit out, ref, that was no foul!’



Before Mr Andrews could remonstrate with the offender, Hardy’ s Dad had kicked the ball away towards
the crowd of onlookers, mostly Mums and grandparents, who were on the sidelines, enjoying the warm
wine which was provided. Mr Andrews blew again. Hardy’s Dad turned his back and trudged off back
to the penalty area.

*kkk*x

Michael had put away a great goal towards the end of the first half, volleying home a cross from the
right by Wil. His Dad had leapt in the air and punched it with delight, although his mother, standing
elegantly on the touchline, had stared impassively ahead, arms folded.

But at half time, Michael seemed agitated. He was standing some way from the rest of the players who
were enjoying Mr Andrews's half time hospitality, talking earnestly to his mother and father. His Dad
had his arm round his shoulder, and they were facing his mother, who was pointing her well-manicured
finger (at both Michaeland his father), tossing her well-coiffed hair skywards, and wrapping her well-
expensive coat ever more tightly around her.

The game ended in afive-nil win for the yellows, mainly because Mr Hardy kept scoring by pushing
small children off the ball and firing in from distance. Eventually Mr Andrews had fished around in his
pocket and found an old bus ticket, mostly red in colour, and had brandished it angrily at Hardy’s Dad.

“You're sending me off? You must be joking...I’

‘That is exactly what | am doing, and until you can play or watch the game with a little more respect, off
iswhereyou' |l stay!’

Freddy and Wil stood close to each other watching this scene unfold before them, nervously and
subconsciously moving closer together as they watched. Mr Andrews looked so small as he faced up to
his adversary.

Then, from the sidelines, asingle clap. Then another. Then, more and more, until the whole crowd of
spectators was applauding the referee. Mr Andrews appeared to grow in height as he realised the
support he had for his actions. Mr Hardy seemed to shrink down as he realised his position. He picked
up the ball and angrily headed off to the car park.

*kkk*x

The game over, Michael pulled Freddy to one side in his usual quiet way. He looked thisway and that,
asif he was frightened by something. He looked towards his mother, who stared back at him asif
encouraging him to do something.

Then he handed Freddy a note.

‘Sorry’, he murmured.

*kkkk*%k
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Then Michael handed Freddy a note.

‘Sorry’, he murmured.

*kkk*x

Freddy had kept the note for afew days, not daring to openit. Fearing what it might contain. Worried
about the future of the team. Worried for his single best player.

Eventually, when the old year had passed into 2007, he had sat down to look at the contents of
Michael’ s letter. It was much as he expected.

Deer Freddy

My Mum thinks football’ sto ruff. She says| always come home mudy. She wants me to start darnsing
lessons on Saterdays.

Sorry, love Michael

Well...! Well well...! Notwell...! Freddy felt sick. True, football isrough. True, in the winter there's
lots of mud. But DANCING! No! It would be funny if it wasn’t so serious. Freddy sat with his head

in his hands, running through the implications of the letter. Animage ran through his head of Michael
wearing tights and atutu. Ughh!

So | could move up front, Hardy could come into defence, JoJo in goal...

‘Hey Bro, what’sup?’ said Wil, strolling casually into the room.

‘Michael’ s out of the team. He' s going to be a ballet dancer!’

‘“What? A dancer? Wil chassayed across the floor as he imagined Michael in his new Saturday-
morning occupation.

‘It's serious, Wil, he’sour best player!” Freddy replied.

‘“Well, he kind of dances down the wing and skips past players, maybe he'll be a really good dancer one
day!”’

‘| don't care. We need him. We must get himback! If it’'sthe last thing we do!”’

*kkk*

On Wednesday afternoon, Wil, Freddy, Hardy and Clara had gone up to the field for a kickabout.

Freddy had told the others about Michael’ s letter, and they had agreed that the best way to beat the New
Y ear blues was to get out, in the fresh air, with afootball. And without Michael, they would need all the
practice they could get. Freddy had also told Mr Andrews what had happened. Asusua Mr Andrews
had scratched his head, and as usual he had made Freddy feel better,



‘Don’'t worry, Freddy lad, there' s always a solution to every problem. You have a think about it, and
sowill I. He'll be back.

*kkkk*k
Up at thefield, they redlly let off some steam.

By coincidence, Clara and Hardy were both wearing Arsenal away shirts, on top of several layers of
vests and t-shirts to keep out the biting wind.

By even more coincidence, Wil and Freddy both had on their bright red Liverpool shirts.

They warmed up a bit, then started playing atwo v. two match.

Talk about two different styles of play!

Wil and Freddy, the cultured midfielders from Lancaster Road, played the attractive passing game of
Liverpool at their best. Claraand Hardy played a more direct style of football, relying on physical
strength and complete commitment.

The game ended up as one of their highest scoring matches ever, with Arsenal (in spite of the away strip)
defeating Liverpool by six goalsto three! Hardy had taken on the role of Julio Baptista and scored four
of the goals, with Clara knocking in the other two. Wil and Freddy, who had perhaps taken the game too

easily, each scored in the second half.

At the end of the game they sat down and had a drink, then started talking about the next |league game
this weekend.

Until ...

At one end of the ground, a small figure. Hooded top. Head bowed.

It was Michael, just looking on from a distance. Freddy waved at him, wondering how long he had been
there. Michael just waved a sad and lonely wave before turning away and trudging off down the hill.
Freddy looked at Wil.

‘I don’t think he wants to do the dancing, do you?

At the other end of the ground, a much more worrying sight, although in the far distance.

A tall man, dressed in asuit and carrying a briefcase. Striding towards them. Distant, but getting closer
al thetime. Freddy looked at Wil again, raising an eyebrow in consternation. Hardy stepped back. His
Dad was approaching.

As he got closer, Freddy thought to himself,

Why does this man always look so angry? What have we done to him? What has his son done to him?
Why...



Before he could think any more, the man was there. He must have eaten up the ground to get there so
quickly. Without thinking, the four of them had formed alittle defensive huddle as he approached, and
they were now cowering slightly as he stood in front of them. After a short period of silence, when
Hardy’ s Dad had seemed, unusually, to be short of something to say, he opened his mouth,

‘Freddy, | just wanted to apologise for what happened on Boxing Day. It waswrong of me, and | am
very sorry for leaving like that. We were having a good game, and | was enjoying it, so I’'msorry’.

Freddy was so surprised that he really couldn’t say anything. He just managed to squeeze out an almost
silent ‘OK’ before Hardy’ s Dad turned his back on them and marched back in the direction from which
he had come. A few metres away from them, he turned back, smiling now, and said,

‘Good luck against the M& Ms at the weekend!’

‘The M&Ms? Eh?

*kkk*
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‘Good luck against the M& Ms at the weekend!”

‘The M&Ms? Eh?

*kkk*k

On Friday, up on the top floor, they thought about what Hardy’ s Dad had said to them.

The house was three stories high, and the top floor ailmost belonged to Wil and Freddy. Although it was
high in the roof space, there was |oads of room for them to put out their stuff, and most importantly to
leave it lying about, without disturbing the rest of the house. They had to tiptoe over most of it to find

spaces to put their feet.

There were two rooms up there, one mostly occupied by Wil strain set, and the other more a dumping
ground for all the old toys and games that they had used once, then discarded.

A jigsaw with three missing pieces.

A brilliant radio-controlled Jeep, but with no charger.

Three footballs, but with no air in them.

Actually, the part of the floor they liked best was the landing. At the top of the second staircase, the
landing was where they spent most of their sparetime. It had two desks, where they did their
homework. Both desks were currently covered in football cards. Homework could wait. Also on the

landing was a desk with their beloved computer, surrounded by cables, paper, a small rodent, and a
keyboard.

*kkk*k
There was a beep from the computer.

Actually, not a beep, more akind of burp. Jaz had come round the day before and set the alert sound to
what he called * something more interesting’, so that the computer now seemed to talk to them.

‘Burp!’ it went again.

‘Email...” said Wil as he pushed the mouse to one side to remove the annoying screen saver that Jaz had
alsoinstalled. Although it saved their screen, the endless pictures of stars and planets rushing towards
them had given Freddy a headache. But without Jaz they didn’t know how to stop it.

‘Look’, said Wil brightly asthe screen lit up, ‘ seven emails!’

‘Seven emails? We' ve never had more than one email in one day before...who are they from?’

‘Thisone’ s from jaz at kidzunited dot com’, he read slowly,



Hi Boys! How d'ya like the new screensaver? Cool isn'tit? | did some research on M&Ms. Couldn’t
find anything in my books. | Googled it, but all | came up with was pages and pages about the sweets.
Did you know that the world record for eating a packet of M&Ms using only your feet is 32 seconds?
Areyou sure he said M&Ms? There' s no teamin the league with that name. Seeya later. Jaz

Wil turned back to the screen.

‘Hey, these are all from the same person...” he said as he scanned the next six emails.

Over the holidays, he had just finished reading the fantastic Spy Dog and his reading had got quicker and
more accurate. But even with all this practice, he had trouble with the first line of the second message.

‘Thisoneis from harold at azal eazal eazal eazaleaoops dot com! So are all the others!’

‘Mr Andrews? Onemail? It can't be!”, Freddy looked over Wil’s shoulder at the string of messages,
‘well, go on, open them!’

Not one of the messages had anything to indicate what they were about, so Wil had to click on each one
of them in turn to find out what Mr Andrews wanted to say.

‘Thefirst oneisempty!’, Wil looked at the blank message in front of him, tried to scroll down the
message to see what was written, but there was nothing.

‘Herelet me have alook,” said his older brother, ‘no, you'reright, there’ s nothing there'.
The second email from Mr Andrews was also empty.

The third one had the single word ‘oops’ and arow of dots.

The fourth email actually had some wordsin it.

Testing, testing, one, two, three

Can you hear me?

Can you hear me?

Ouch, my leg

Finally, by the fifth message, Mr Andrews had got the hang of email. His message said,

freeman freeman stop i’ m sending you an email stop thisisit stop just got an email from the league stop
winners get tickets for champions league final in athens stop bye stop ouch stop

‘“Wow! The Champions League final! How cool would that be?’, said Freddy quietly, almost to himself,
although his dreams of winning still lay shattered by the news of Michael’ s withdrawal.

‘Wow! Athens! How cool would that be?’, yelled Wil, who had just finished doing atopic on the
Greeks.



‘“What' s the last one about?’

Wil clicked twice on the final email inthelist. Again, Mr Andrews's shaky use of email was evident,
but this time he had managed to forward a message that he had received from someone else. The email
said,

dear coach

we' re playing you on Saturday.

would you mind a change of time for the game?

we normally play at seven o’ clock

hereisa map of our home ground

see you there, and may the best teamwin!

MM

‘Soit’'snot M&Ms, it'sMM...", Freddy said after reading the note, ‘let’s have a look at that map’.

Freddy pressed print on the computer, and they studied the map which emerged slowly from the printer.
Freddy turned to his brother and asked curiously,

‘A football ground...in the middle of a forest? Eh?

*kkkk*%k
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A football ground...in the middle of a forest? Eh?

*kkk*x

What agame it had turned out to be! What alocation! And what opponents were they?

*kkkk*%k

At around six-thirty on Saturday evening, Freddy and his team had made their way to the woods,
ready for a start at the agreed time of seven p.m. Although intrigued by the prospect of agamein the
dusk, Freddy had not really given the match a second thought, nor had they prepared specialy for it.

‘Maybe this is why he had us training in the dark the other day!’, said Wil breezily as they got
ready for the game.

*kkk*x

The woods were not far away, and they had all gathered with their bikes outside Freddy and
Wil’shouse. Mr Andrews gave them one last talking to before he led them up the hill, past the playing
fields, to the woods beyond.

‘Quite a tough game this one, lads and lasses, although they haven’t done so well in the league
so far. They seemto get ahead in the game then giveit all away at the end. Strange lot...dressed all in
green. Call themselves the Merrymen. Good luck, then, let’s go!’

When they arrived at the woods, it was beyond dusk, and the clearing where they were expected
to play was shrouded in an eerie greyness, which was exaggerated by the trees hanging over the pitch.
The pitch itself was mostly of fallen leaves and mud, but it was flat and was reasonably dry. Goals had
been set up at each end by stretching along branch between two trees, which was tied roughly with thin
strips of what looked like ivy.

Wil smiled to himself. Although abit weird, thislooked like fun. He loved the bleakness of it,
the smells of the forest, and the uncertainty about who they would play.

JoJo, meanwhile, was looking nervous. Thrust into the role of stand-in goalkeeper by the
enforced absence of Michael, she had purchased a new pair of goalkeeping gloves which Wil was
helping her to pull on.

‘Did you really have to go for pink, JoJo?’, he said laughing.

‘Yes, my friend, | did, actually. Now, give me some practice’.

Wil and JoJo jogged down to one end of the pitch and Wil started some gentle shots at his
friend.

‘Come on, Wedl, ‘it zem ‘arder!’



He smiled again before firing a shot which caught the underside of the tree-branch bar before bouncing
down through the goal. JoJo did her best by flinging out a hand to stop the ball, but slipped in the |eaf
mulch, fell down on her back, and got gingerly up, covered in mud and leaves. Although obviously
uncomfortable, and perhaps thinking she would rather be back home with a nice cup of hot chocolat, she
yelled back at Wil,

‘I's zat ze best you can do? Pah! ‘Arder, ‘arder!

Wil shook his head in disbelief and stared back proudly at her, before lashing another ball at the goal,
harder, as requested.

*kkk*x

At half way, Freddy was organising his team. Hardy and Wil would play just in front of JoJo’'s goal,
with himself and Jaz in midfield, and Claraand Alex up front. He glanced up as the opposition strolled
casually onto the pitch at the far end. Their captain sauntered over to the half way line as his team
started getting organised.

Freddy thought he recognised the fresh-faced captain from somewhere. But...no... surely not.
“Hi, I'm Freddy’, he said quietly, sticking out his hand in greeting.

‘Pleased to meet you,” said the captain, with a charming smile, ‘my name’'s Robin’.

*kkkk*k

The game was full of good football. End to end stuff, with Robin and his men playing better in the first
half, taking a deserved lead through their tallest player, John, but then letting the Kidz get back into it as
Alex scored agreat goal from out wide on the left. AsMr Andrews had predicted, the Merrymen tended
to work the ball into promising positions and then give it away. Several times, their midfield pair, Alan
and Much, would pass the ball up to Robin in attack, who would give a mischievous laugh before taking
ashot at JoJo’s goal, or passing to his strike partner Marian, who seemed only too keen to give the ball
back to the Kidz. Occasionally Marian seemed not to know what side she was on. But the match was
fun, despite the gathering gloom. Eventually, Clara, helped by good work from Freddy and Jaz (who
had been taking Mr Andrews's carrot-eating advice very seriously) scored what turned out to be the
winner, firing past the athletic Djaq in the opposition goal.

*khkkk*x

The referee looked at his watch as the second half drew to an end. Hardy, racing up from the
back, was determined finally to get on the scoresheet. Halfway into the Merrymens' half, he took an
enormous swipe at the ball with hisright foot. He caught it just right, in the middle of his boot where
the laceswere. He made a great contact and expected to see the ball fly between the sticks.

The ball flew high and wide over the goal. And the trees.

‘Better luck next time!” laughed Robin, clapping Hardy on the shoulder in commiseration. Hardy
smiled and his momentum kept him on running past the goal line, so he continued on to where the ball
had nestled in a shallow ditch. He clambered down the leaves and undergrowth on the side of the ditch
to get the ball. Ashe scrambled back out, ball in hand, he was aware of something different about the



side of the ditch he was emerging from. A bit darker. A shadow.
He lifted his eyes slowly upwards to look.
Four legs. Brown hair. Two more legs.

A man. On ahorse.

*kkk*
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Four legs. Brown hair. Two more legs.

Aman. Ona horse.

“You seen Locksley?’, said the man on the horse to Hardy gruffly.

Hardy was so transfixed by the fact that there was a man, on a horse, there, in that forest, right in
front of him, and that he was half covered in leaves, trying to scramble out of a ditch carrying afootball,

that he said nothing.

‘Come on Hardy!", came Robin’ s cheery voice from back in the clearing where the match was
waiting for the ball to be returned. Hardy looked up to see Robin trotting over to where he was.

Robin didn’t seem at all surprised to see the stranger.

‘Ah, Guy! How good to see you again! | wondered how long you could stay away! Fancy a
game?’

‘The Sheriff wantsto see you’, said Sir Guy menacingly.

‘Oh, the Sheriff...y know I’ d almost forgotten about him.... Well he'll just have to wait I’'m
afraid...

‘Wait? Wait? Too late Locksley, hah! A little surprise for you’

A second man, also on horseback, appeared through the undergrowth, his sneering mouth
surrounded by alittle grey beard, hisface contorted into a permanent contemptuous half-grin. Several
other men, mostly dressed in long black cloaks and with masks across their faces, lined up either side of
the Sheriff.

‘My dear Sheriff, to what do we owe this singular honour?’ teased Robin, apparently
unconcerned by the troop of fearsome-looking guards. ‘how about a little challenge — my men against
yours, first goal wins!”

“And for the loser?’, sneered the Sheriff,

‘Oh, the usual, | suppose’, continued Robin, ‘you take us to the castle, lock us up, Marian helps
us get out, we come back here, and the whole merry game starts all over again!’

‘Don’'t mess with me Locksley, or you'll liveto regret it. But very well, thefirst goal wins'.

Robin cackled with delight and returned with Hardy to the far end where Freddy and his team were
gathered. He passed on the newsto his men whilst Freddy and the other Lancaster Road players got
ready for the sudden change of plan. Robin then called all the players together for ateam talk, asthe
opposition eleven started to line up in front of them, the Sheriff leading from the back, between the



goalposts.
‘Areyou surethisiswise, Master...?" said Much as Robin opened his mouth to speak.

‘Ah, my dear friend,” started Robin, ‘you worry too much as usual! Have you seen these guys play?
They beat us two-one in the match, now they’ll help us do away with the Sheriff, Gisbourne, and his
bunch of croneys. Speed! Speed iswhat we need! Look at them with their heavy armour and boots!
Just run at the, run round them, and don’t worry about that ugly mug in goal. He'll try anything to stop
you, but all we need isone goal. Now, team huddle!’

The combined teams of Lancaster Road and the Merrymen linked arms as Robin made his final tactical
speech, ending up with,

‘All for one, and one for all!’

They all threw their arms up in the air and went to their agreed positions. The team now consisted of
Little John in goal, a back four of Hardy, Jaz, Alan and Wil Scarlett, with Wil, Freddy, Clara, and Robin
in midfield, leaving Alex and Much up front. The opposition occasionally responded to the Sheriff’s
screamed instructions, but mostly just clunked around in one big group, lacking any organisation,
motivation, or even education in the basic laws of football. Severa times the Sheriff could be seen
literally jumping up and down on his goal-line, tearing his hair out in frustration as one of his players
either picked the ball up, passed it to the opposition, or ignored it completely. The result was a foregone
conclusion.

The goal came after about five minutes of the game, when Robin and Wil put together a flowing move
down the right, the ball was held up close to the Sheriff’s goal with no defendersin sight, and Robin
beckoned to Hardy to sprint up the middle and smash the ball past Nottingham Forest’ s hapless Sheriff.
Hardy was immediately engulfed by his team-mates and went on an elaborate victory celebration.

The opposition just trudged off, back to their horses. The Sheriff looked a beaten man, but still managed
adesperate cry of ‘We're not beaten yet, Locksley, we'll be back’.

‘Ah, yadda, yadda, yadda...!” laughed Robin, high-fiving his old and new team-mates.
“We must be going too’, said Freddy, ‘thanks for the game, and good luck for the rest of the season!’

And with that, they were gone, back down the hill to home, leaving the Merrymen and their beautiful
forest.

‘“Two games in one day, can’'t be bad, can it?’ said Wil when they got back home.
‘Yes, things are looking up, aren’t they, although | wish Michael was here’, Freddy replied with ayawn.

*kkkk*k

That night, Freddy lay in bed thinking of the weeks that had passed. Three games, two wins, one |oss.
Not bad. Good team. Good friends. Champions League tickets. Hmmm... He was drifting slowly
towards that wonderful time between being awake and being asleep, when your mind drifts from one
thing to another, when you can hardly keep your eyes open...



Maybe it was the the surreal nature of the match they had just played; maybe it was because he was
floating towards the land of Nod, or maybe it was because of Beckham’ s exotic move west. Whatever
the reason, his mind drifted far away to an imagined universe and started to experience one of its most

vivid dreams - ever.

*kkk*x
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Whatever the reason, Freddy’' s mind drifted far away to an imagined universe and started to experience
one of its most vivid dreams - ever *****

‘I just don’t know’, said Jaz, peering into one of hisbooks, ‘long arms, you say?’

‘“Well, sort of like, onelong arm, really’, replied Freddy, lying back on the sofain Jaz’ s second
floor bedroom, *and another one had this mad roving eye'.

‘Was that the thing on the wavy stalk?”

‘Yes, that was it, any clues?’

Jaz peered again. One of his many odd interests was the study of unidentified flying objects and
extra-terrestrial life, which he pursued with great relish, accounting for the occasional strange noise or
ghostly light which emerged from his room. He pressed another button on his computer, and the huge

screen lit up once again.

'‘Nothing here about long arms and roving eyes, he said disappointedly, scouring the ‘aliens
section of al his online searches.

‘Maybe it was something really strange then', said Freddy, trying to recall more of his dream.

'l doubt it," said Jaz, 'it says here that most dreams are just journeys through the imagination,
and that even the worst nightmares never really mean much in the end.’

'‘But thiswasn't a nightmare, thiswas real!’, protested Freddy.
'Get over it my friend, it was a dream. Just look forward to our next game. 1've looked up the
Champions League, and |I've done some work on Athens, one of the oldest citiesin the world, centre of

ancient Greek civilisation...'

"Woah, woah, woah...!" said Freddy, suddenly overwhelmed by the facts. 'Just tell me, when is
the match, and how to do we get there?"

'OK, my friend' said Jaz wisely,'the match is on 23rd May, and getting there..." he paused for a
moment,

'Leave that to mel'*****
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Freddy's Alien Dream
My Alien Dream

So I’'mjust lying there, thinking of what Jaz and | had been talking about, drifting off to sleep.
Looking lazily at the pictures of the planets on the walls, feeling the warmth of the bed underneath me.
Hearing the drone from the TV in the room below.

*kkk*x

But beneath meisnot abed, itisaseat. I'm still lying on my back, but when | try to get up, my
shoulders are pinned down by two strong belts, and my feet are clamped into place in front of me. The
seat isvibrating gently. The drone from the TV has turned into a deep-throated roar, somewhere far off,
somewhere below us.

And I’'m not alone. To my left, strapped in and smiling across at me, is my brother Wil. And to the

other side, my mate Hardy, also smiling, pulling faces. Just in front of us, on two forward seats, our

mate Jaz, surrounded by screens and maps, and our mission controller, alittle bald head known to us
only as Mr Andrews, switching switches and dialling dials on the panelsin front of him.

| start to speak just as the roar from below increases in volume, building up from alow hum to a higher
pitched and more persistent drone, accompanied by more shaking from the flimsy structure that we are
sitting in.

‘“What is this, where are we going?’

But nobody hears. Wil gives me athumbs-up and another smile, and Hardy claps me on the back of the
head with his heavily gloved hand. The noise is becomind deafening now, and Mr Andrews is
struggling to hold on to the controls in front of him as the craft shakes more violently. Suddenly, with a
lurch, with a bang, and another, and an overwhelming feeling that the whole thing was going to come
down on top of us, we evidently take to the air, shooting vertically upwards. Within seconds, or maybe
less, we are through the clouds.

The craft settles down, and as the air gets thinner, the noise subsides into a duller roar behind us, and the
shaking lessens to a more bearable wobbling sensation. Jaz, seated to the right of the captain, turns his
head so that he can just see the three of us sitting behind him. He touches thetip of hisfinger to thetip
of histhumb, forming an ‘O’ shape.

| could just make out Hardy as he yelled

‘It means ‘OK’

to me through the din. | nodded back dimly to him.

*kkkk*%k

Although the vehicle seemsto be well equipped with modern technology, two things continue to worry
me. Thefirst, isMr Andrews, our mission controller, who has stood up out of his seat, swaying slightly,
and has started pulling at some wiring high above his head, asif something is not working correctly. He



pulls at one clutch of wires which come straight off in his hand. He throws them lazily to the floor.
‘I wonder what those were for...” he mutters, almost to himself.

Then Jaz, who is now pulling out some large papers from the panel in front of him, ignoring the screens
and controlsin front of him.

‘Here, come and have a look, it’s quite safe...!’

Getting up gingerly from my seat, | make my way over to Jaz' s seat, which has the word Mission
Navigator printed on the back. 1'm trying not to think of a mission commanded by Mr Andrews and
navigated by Jaz. Infact just as thisthought hits me, | look out of the tiny round window, and can just
see the earth receding into the distance. | guess I’ d better just trust them.

Jaz is unfolding his large maps, which cover the whole of the control panel space in front of him.

‘C’'mon Jaz, you're joking. These are ancient. They won’t be any good!’
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Yo Yo! Pass! Now!’

Hardy screamed at the top of his voice as he surged through from defence into the midfield, waiting for
the pass from Alex.

It didn’t come. Instead Alex fed the ball upfield to Wil, whose mazy run past two defenders took him
closeto the left corner flag. Could he get the ball across, as another defender came out to meet him?

The crowd went quiet for amoment. The ball would surely go out for agoal kick?

But Wil had other ideas. He managed to turn the defender, using his own ‘inside-out’ turn, which he
had practiced endlessly in the garden. Hecalled it ‘inside-out’ because it involved him pretending to go
outside the player (towards the touchline), and then instead turning inside and heading towards goal. As
he executed the move, it occurred to him that it should be called the ‘ outside-in’ turn...

But no matter, he was free, six metres out. He looked up, and saw their keeper advancing towards him.

Could he dlip it under the keeper? Could he blast it at the near post? Could he chip it? Helooked up
again.

Hardy had carried on steaming down the pitch and was now close to the penalty area.

But Alex was better placed. On the far side of the area, closeto goal. And he was more likely to score.
But could he pick him out?

A brilliant pass. A brilliant, brilliant, brilliant pass. Brilliant it was. Not just good. Brilliant. The ball
slipped brilliantly between two players into the open space where Alex stood. With the goalkeeper
floundering close to Wil, all Alex had to do wastap it home. Which he did.

‘Brilliant!” screamed Hardy, jumping on Alex.

‘Yes... said Alex slowly, ruffling his hand through hislong blonde hair, fully aware of the beauty of the
moment.

*kkkk*%k

Their opponents were a mid-table team from Derby Road, which was the street next to theirs.
Interestingly (or perhaps not), the team itself was also called Derby Road. They also trained at the field
at the top of the hill, and occasionally they had met up there and had a joint kick-around. Very
interestingly (or almost certainly not), the match was alocal derby which, as Jaz had explained, was a
match between two teams who lived very close to each other.

Interestingly (yes...thisISinteresting!) at half-time, the score was one-all.

*kkk*

During the second half, Mr Andrews, who had been shouting his usual words of encouragement, was



busy with alittle gaggle of people on the touchline. There seemed to be some kind of discussion going
on, and Freddy saw atall man remonstrating with a well-dressed woman, who was being led away,
clearly against her will. From out of the melee emerged asmall figure, instantly recognisable in his
hooded training top, jogging up and down urgently.

Michael was back!

Freddy’s heart did alittle leap, then a small whoop, then started beating so hard that he thought it might
pop out through his chest. The ball arrived at his feet from Alex, and without a thought he kicked it
straight off the pitch, so that Michael could get on.

Jaz, who had been quiet al game, raised his hand and looked over towards the bench.

‘OK, Baz, you come off, lad’, said Mr Andrews, whose ability to remember names had not improved
despite the weeks he had known them. Mr Andrews gave Jaz his tracksuit, before turning to Michael,

‘Now, lad, | want you to play up front, support the midfield, and help out in defence...’

‘I know what to do, thanks,” said Michael, in his polite, quiet way. He stripped off histop, and jogged a
few metres, then sprinted afew more, before jogging past Freddy to his position up front.

‘Happy New Year!” he whispered as he passed.

Although the match had been a good one, and Lancaster Road had not really been in any danger, the
score still stood at one-one, and the minutes were ticking away.

A Derby player took took the throw-in, down the line. Clara, helping out in defence, clattered into the
player and emerged with the ball. In one not-very-graceful movement, she had taken it five metres
upfield, and laid it off to Wil who was steaming up on her right.

Wil, again heading straight for goal midway into the Derby half, approached a defender, dropped his
shoulder to the left, then drifted right past the defender. He was within sight of the goal, about ten yards
out. He could have had a shot, and would almost certainly have scored, but instead he laid the ball off to
Michael who was just inside on hisleft. Michael could have had a shot, and would almost certainly
have scored, but instead he chipped it into the air, nodded it over the last defender and volleyed it into
the bottom left corner of the net.

They stood in the centre circle congratulating Michael on the goal, and congratul ating themselves on the
two-oneresult. A few words from Mr Andrews followed, then alittle whine from Wil.

“What’s up, lad?’ said Mr Andrews, looking down at Wil sympathetically.
‘I"'m c-c-cold...” shivered Wil.

‘M-m-mmetoo...” said almost everyone el se.

“W-w-w-wimps...!” said Hardy, also shivering.

‘“You'reright, itisalittle nippy. Like my old uncle Azalea used to say, ‘red sky at night, shepherds
warning!” Wrap up warm tonight!’



They looked at Mr Andrews with the usual sense of puzzlement. Was there something deep and
meaningful in what he had said? Did he really have an uncle called Azalea? And surely, red sky at
night was shepherd’ s delight?

Freddy clapped his hands together to keep warm and they tramped off to their waiting parents.

But whatever Mr Andrews had meant, it certainly was cold, and the setting sun had turned the horizon a
fiery red.

*kkk*x
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But whatever Mr Andrews had meant, it certainly was cold, and the setting sun had turned the horizon a
fiery red.

*kkkk*k

The next morning, all was quiet. Very quiet.

Wil struggled to open his eyes. Thefirst time hetried, hefailed. Hetried again. Thistime, he managed
to keep them open for afew seconds, and ward off the overwhelming desire to go back to sleep. They
were open long enough to see his brother still fast asleep across the room.

Third time lucky. The eyeswere definitely open thistime. Wil stared up at the ceiling, at the same time
pulling the duvet high up to his neck. It certainly was cold, in fact the contrast between the temperature
of hisface, outside, and the rest of him, wrapped up, was shocking.

Slowly, and subconsciously, Wil became aware of two things which made him think that all was not
quite normal that Wednesday morning.

The light in the room seemed different. Most mornings at waking-up time, the room was dull and grey,
but this morning it was definitely brighter. Brighter and lighter. And then there was the noise.

There was no noise. On anormal day there would be people outside starting their day, cars struggling
up the hill or coasting down it, the dog from next door savaging the postman. But this morning,
although those sounds were sort of there, they were more distant, asif the house had been moved far
away from them, or each sound was softer and more muffled.

Wil got up and shuddered as the cold hit him. He walked uncertainly to the window and pulled back the
curtain. Suddenly he was jerked into life by the excitement of what he saw.

‘Freddy, wake up! Wake UP!" he ran and shook his brother.
‘Eh? What?', replied Freddy, eyes still tightly shut.

‘SNOW! Lying on the ground. Loads of it! Come, look!”

*kkk*x

The school day passed unbelievably slowly. Adults do some funny things. They really do, thought
Freddy as he worked out yet another impossible fraction (if seventy-five percent of the ground is covered
in snow, what fraction of the ground is covered?). Impossible maths had been preceded by impossible
literacy (write a story about what you would do in a snowstorm), and then they had impossible science
(draw a diagram of a snowflake).

| don’t want to be working out, or writing, or drawing snow, | want to be out there, in it, experiencing

it. 1 want a practical lesson, thought Freddy, but adults just made you do funny things, all thetime. Like
just when you are wide awake in the evening, they make you go to bed. And when you are fast aseep in
the morning, they make you get up. And just when you could do with a nice hamburger with a few lovely



fries, they make you eat spinach and broccoli. And when it is perfect weather for being outside, they
make you stay in. Humph!

But, eventually they were out.

*kkk*x

There were already three snowmen on their street, including the biggest one directly outside their house.
Some teenagers had obviously built it, and were now attempting to destroy it, leaving the younger
onlookers once again wondering why people would do this. Freddy and Wil stood outside the gate and
looked down towards Jaz' s house.

There, standing in the garden, was Hardy, his hand outstretched to the sky. Then he was gone.

There he was again, hand out. Then he was gone again.

He kept dashing in and out of the house, for no reason.

“What are you doing?’, Wil said, when they had slid slipperily down the street.

‘Experiment. You wouldn’t understand’, said Hardy seriously, rushing back into the house.

After a couple more attempts, Jaz appeared at the door looking cold and confused.

‘It's not working... I’ve got a better idea...oh, hi guys!’. He disappeared inside the door again and
returned clad in an enormous puffy jacket and clutching his precious, most prized possession. His

microscope.

‘“We're looking at snowflakes but Hardy is too slow to get them inside before they melt!’, Jaz said,
laughing. A snowball caught him on the back of the neck, sliding miserably into the hood of his jacket.

‘Hey! We've got work to do herel’
‘Servesyou right, | tried to get in asfast as| could’, Hardy said, dusting the snow from his hands.

‘Sorry. But if we do it out here, the temperature will keep the flakes as snow for long enough for usto
see them,” Jaz replied apologetically.

*kkk*

‘Wow! That'samazing’. Wil was stunned by what he saw through the lens of the microscope, as two
single flakes of snow swam into focus and revealed their beautiful, complicated, star-like patterns.

‘And no two flakes are ever exactly the same’, Jaz added, his voice quivering with excitement and
wonder at what they were seeing. ‘Usually symmetrical, and almost always with six-sides'.



‘“Wow!” said Wil again, moving aside to let Freddy have alook.

‘“Wow!” said Freddy. Hardy pushed him aside and put his eye to the viewfinder.
‘Wow!” said Hardy.

‘Ow!’said Jaz, ‘I’ mgetting cold. I’'mgoingin’.

*kkk*

They followed Jaz into the warm house, and drank the hot chocolate which was waiting for them. Jaz
unfolded alarge sheet of paper onto the floor in front of thefire.

‘“What' sthat for?” Wil said.
‘League table for this season so far. Looks good for us'.

Hardy, Wil and Freddy joined Jaz on the floor and started to analyse the results of their first season.

*kkk*%k

70



Cold, Wet, and Happy — Day 3

‘League table for this season so far. Looks good for us'.

Hardy, Wil and Freddy joined Jaz on the floor and started to analyse the results of their first season.
“Shhh!’

Jaz looked round to see who was making the noise.

“Shhh!’

Wil looked around to see who was making the noise. He whispered to Jaz,

‘“What’s her problem...?’

‘SHHHH!", shouted the woman. Wil looked at Jaz, hunched his shoulders, and turned back to the
books they had spread out on the table. The woman turned to her pile of books behind the desk and
started to organise them, busily.

‘Shhh!’, she said again, head still buried in the pile of books.

Jaz and Wil laughed silently to themselves. They were the only peoplein the library.

*kkk*x

Having spent time the previous day looking through their results, and the very respectable three wins
and one loss so far, Wil had started dreaming of the ultimate prize — atrip to the Champions League
final in May.

The snow and wind had brought down some cables in the road opposite, and one whole side of the street
was without electricity, including Jaz's house. Although they couldn’t cook, and could only light the
house with candles, Jaz' s main concern was that he was without his beloved electronic equipment. No
music, no computer, no Internet.

So they had gone to the library, mainly to check out the reference section for maps and guides to Athens,
where the Champions League final would take place, on May 23rd.

Wil had led the way into the small stone building which housed Springhurst’s public library. The
entrance area had racks full of leaflets and flyers for variouslocal events. Only one had caught Wil’s
eye asthey entered. It was entitled ‘ Kidscapism— Football Stories for Children — Read today'. Wil
picked it up,

‘Hey, look —thisisinteresting! Stories about football for children!’

‘Nah, who'd want to read about a bunch of kidsin a football team?’ replied Jaz, perhaps alittle harshly.



They walked into the main room, which was empty apart from several million books, and afaint smell
of oldness. Wil sniffed the air deliberately, trying to work out what the smell reminded him of.

‘Shhh! No sniffing. No snorting. No talking. No telephoning. No belching. No burping. No food. No
farting.’

“Wow, lots of rules!’, Jaz had said, quite quietly.

The small lady looked down her pointed nose over the rim of her rimless glasses and glared at Jaz. Her
whole body appeared to be quivering with rage at the sight of two customers.

‘Erm, excuse me, can you show us where the maps are, please?’
‘Show you, show you? SHOW YOU? I’'ma librarian, not a tour guide! Over there.’
She waved her hand in the general direction of the right side of the room.

*kkk*x

They sat silently, hunched over the maps they had eventually found, staring at the images of Athens, the
ancient Parthenon sitting high above the city on the Acropolis, and the magnificent Olympic Stadium
where the final would be played. In hushed tones, due to both the awesome information and the
fearsome librarian, they discussed what they had found.

‘It says the the cradle of democracy, what does that mean?’ Wil asked Jaz.

‘It iswhere European civilisation is supposed to have started, where people first started seriously on
education, on making laws, on giving all the citizens a chance to participate in decisions affecting
them’.

‘Right...", said Wil uncertainly, ‘and what about the stadium?’

"72,000 people. Home to the legendary Panathanaikos .

‘ Pana-tha-what-kos?’

‘Pana-than-1-kos', Jaz spelt out slowly, ‘ Greece’ s most famous football club!’

‘And we're going there, are we?’

‘Well, that all depends, doesn’t it?' replied Jaz, clearly abit frustrated by Wil’ s failure to understand
that they would have to win the league first.

‘If wewin, we'll go!’

*kkkk*k

Having agreed that they were going to win the league, the rest of Friday was spent with Freddy and
Hardy, discussing who might be in the Champions League final.



‘Definitely Barcelona’, Jaz said, ‘ been to the last two finals, beat Arsenal, got Ronaldinho and Eto’ o.
They'll bethere again.’

‘“What about Chelsea? Best English teaminit!’, said Hardy, who often claimed that he was John Terry,
especially when he was playing in defence and wearing his full Chelsea home strip.

‘Chelsea— | don't think so!” replied Freddy.

‘Arsenal, Arsenal, A-R-SE-N-A-L!", Wil chimed in noisily, adjusting his hair dightly at the front,
‘...and | look like Theo Walcott'.

‘Pity you don’t play like him!’, shouted Hardy,

‘Hey that’ s not fair! You might look like John Terry, but you play like Terry Wogan!’

Freddy took over.

‘Stop arguing. We're going to win our league because we're a great team. OK, so we' ve got Wal cott
and Terry', he said, looking over at his brother and friend scrapping in the corner, ‘and we' ve also got
Thierry Henry, * he raised himself up tall to look over at the mirror on the wall and smiled, ‘and we' ve
got Michael’.

“Who does Michael look like? said Jaz.

‘Not sure, he’s sort of unique, really...

‘“Well Clara looks like Robbie Savage!’ said Wil extracting himself from Hardy’ s headl ock.
‘Definitely savage!” said Freddy, ‘and Alex looks like...well...Alex, and Jaz, you're a kind of Mido’.
‘And JoJo...hmmm.. .like an exotic bird, eh Wil?’

Wil blushed, and turned back to the table where he was laying out a large sheet of blank paper.

“What' re you doing now?’ said Hardy.

‘Planning...” said Wil quietly.

*kkk*x
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“What' re you doing now?’ said Hardy.

‘Planning...” said Wil quietly.

*kkk*x

Another cold Monday morning, and Freddy and Wil were looking back over the weekend.
‘| can't believeit! Wewon again!” said Wil excitedly.
‘“Hmmm.. that’ s four out of five’, smiled Freddy, ‘and you were brilliant, Bro!’

It was rare for Freddy to give his younger brother this kind of compliment, but surely today was the
day. Wil had played in midfield against the Wanderers on Saturday, had scored four out of the five
Springhurst goals, and had even taken over from Michael in goal for the last five minutes and made an
amazing save to keep the Springhurst clean sheet.

‘That was a match-winning performance, lad,” Mr Andrews had said after the game, stating the obvious
asusual, ‘and | thought my tactics were brilliant, y' know Michael in goal, you in midfield, and...and...

‘Yes, Mr Andrews, we did play well’, interrupted Freddy, as Hardy aimed an icy snowball in Mr
Andrews s direction.

*kkk*

It had been really cold for several days and the last few mornings had seen a biting frost covering
everything. Even Hardy had been moved to comment as they had jumped up and down before the game
(and not because the coach had told them to — it was just so cold they had to).

‘Look at the frost on the trees, it slike Christmas all over again!’, Hardy had said poetically, ‘it makes
me feel really lively inside!’

Freddy and Wil had stared at their friend incredulously. Hardy was not normally driven to poetic
inspiration. Infact he was normally driven to distraction by such things.

*kkk*x

But Hardy had also played well. For thefirst time they had really played as ateam, and Wil’ s goals
were mostly aresult of fluid passing and movement from everyone. And even JoJo had got on the
scoresheet! Having come on as substitute for Freddy late in the second half, she had popped up
unmarked in front of goal after atypically mesmerising run by Michael, and had elegantly stroked the
ball home under the goalkeeper’ s outstretched right hand. She had run over to Wil to celebrate the
achievement, wrapping her arms around him in agiant Gallic hug. He had responded with a brief
British shrug.

But they had won again, and scored five to enhance their goal difference. Mr Andrews had said earlier
on in the season that if they won by five clear goals or more that they could all squirt him with their



water bottles. Unluckily for him, they had done so on the coldest day of the year so far, and the poor
man had whimpered miserably as the streams of icy water hit him.

*kkk*x

Later, on Monday afternoon, realising that Hardy had not come round as he said he would, Wil and
Freddy set off for his house. Helived in alarge rambling house down aleafy lane up beyond the
football pitch.

A woman let them in.

‘He'sin there, boys', she said, motioning them across the broad hallway to aroom on the right.

Sitting in an armchair, apparently helpless, was their good friend Hardy, dabbing at alarge bruise on his
forehead, moaning dlightly.

‘“How did that happen, looks nasty? Did you slip on theice? Fall into a snowdrift? Get hit by a
runaway toboggan?

‘Heelies...” said Hardy miserably.

“You fell off your heelies?’, Freddy said, suppressing alaugh, and holding Wil back with hisarm, to
prevent him from either laughing or passing comment.

‘They’re dangerous. | was just coming round to your place when something flew over me, low, like
this' (he ducked down dramatically), * | looked up and back, rocked on my heels, and the wheels started
turning...I couldn’t stop.’

‘“What did you hit?" Freddy said, thistime smirking.

‘Itisn't funny!’, said Hardy, turning his face away from them and sinking into the big armchair in which
he was sitting.

“You went straight into a lamppost, didn’t you?’

*kkkk*k

Whilst Freddy chatted with Hardy and tried to cheer him up, Wil pulled out the sheet of paper that he
had produced at Jaz’ s house the week before. He unfurled it and spread it out in front of him on the
table.

‘“What are you doing now?’ said Hardy, in exactly the same unbelieving tone that he had used before.
‘Giveit arest, | told you, I’m planning’

‘Planning what?’

‘Just planning’, repeated Wil calmly.

He started drawing lines on the paper, and writing in dates at the top of the lines.



*kkk*

They finally left Hardy feeling sorry for himself, Freddy having got an assurance from him that he
would recover in time for the big game on February 17th, against the mighty Butterfield Athletic.

‘I'll probably just about make it,” said Hardy dramatically, wincing as he shifted his position in the
chair, ‘aslong as| don’t get bird flu or something’, he added unnecessarily. Both hisfriends smiled,
shrugged, and turned to leave.

*kkk*x

Asthey meandered slowly back across the field from Hardy’ s house towards their street, Freddy noticed
something unusual. Well, not unusual exactly, it was the kind of thing you quite often saw in fields,
closeto the countryside. It was just that this one was well, different. Not normal. Abnormal in fact.
Strolling confidently towards them, showing no signs of fright and no signs of taking flight. A chicken.
‘Look at that!", said Freddy, slowing hiswalk down and pulling Wil’ s shoulder, ‘what isit?’

‘It'sa chicken’, said Wil.

‘It'snot normal’, said Freddy

‘Atishoo!” said the chicken.

*kkk*x
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‘It'sachicken’, said Wil.
‘It'snot normal’, said Freddy
‘Atishoo!” said the chicken.

*kkk*x

‘Don’t even get close to them!” shouted Jaz triumphantly as he scanned through the papers on the huge
desk in front of him.

‘It'sOK, we didn’t, we just turned and ran!” said Wil, who had been quite upset at the thought that a
poor chicken with arunny beak could be in such danger.

‘It’s only one type which is dangerous, and they say here that it isn’t in this part of the country, at least
not yet’, replied Jaz, who had turned his many interests to the subject of avian influenza, and was now
considered (at least by hisfriends) to be something of an expert.

‘“Well, I’m not taking any chances’, said Hardy.

‘Yeah, that’ s obvious', replied Jaz dismissively, looking up briefly at Hardy whose face was obscured
almost completely by alarge red handkerchief tied round his head, covering mouth, nose, and one eye.

He looked like he was auditioning for aminor part in Pirates of the Caribbean 3.

“You simply cannot catch anything, just ook out for any sick or dead birds, and report thent, Jaz added
importantly.

‘Hereyou are boys! Just a little something to keep you going!’

Asusual, Jaz' s grandma had spent the afternoon in the kitchen, preparing a‘little something’ for the
visitors. A little something in this case was a vast array of cakes and biscuits.

‘Thank you’, said Wil quietly,

‘Thanks a lot’, said Freddy,

‘Cheers Mrs Chetty’, said Hardy.

Although it was only four-thirty in the afternoon, they tucked into the food with relish, asif they had not
eaten for days. Hardy was usually the first to finish, but this afternoon, thanks to his elaborate

precautions against bird flu, he was uncharacteristically slow.

Hetried first to lift up the mask with one hand and dlip the food into his mouth with the other, but had
ended up not being able to see his mouth, and had crammed a cream cake against his chin.



His second attempt involved him lifting the mask up with one hand, and then very quickly trying to pick
up the cake and fit it into his mouth before the mask fell back to cover it. This attempt ended up with a
mouthful of mask, and not very much cake. He couldn’t do it quickly enough.

The third time, he thought that he would lift the mask higher up hisface before eating. Thisleft his
mouth free of mask. But it covered his eyes. Unable to see where the low table containing the food
was, he staggered straight into it, sending the tray of food flying across to Wil (who caught most of it),
and himself flying across to Freddy (who caught most of him).

Finally, the solution. He adjusted the mask back into the optimum flu-preventing position, covering
nose and mouth, picked up a cake and went over to the bookcase in the corner of the room. By lifting
the front of the mask, resting it on a shelf and placing abook on it, it stayed up long enough for him to
feed the food into his open mouth.

He also ended up with more food, because the others couldn’t stop laughing long enough to eat anything
themselves.

*kkk*x

Later on Wednesday, they all gathered round Wil as he again spread out the paper he had been carrying
round for the last week. Stepping forward, still pirate-like, Hardy brandished a pen and was ready to
add his own touches to the paper.

‘Hey! Sop that! Thisisour planning sheet’, Wil said once again, ‘we're planning what to do over half-
term!” Wil looked over to his brother for support.

‘Yeh, leave it out H, we're working out what to do each day!’, said Freddy calmly.

‘“Well, you can leave me out of it, I'l| be fine, thanks', said Hardy, although his tone of voice was amost
willing them to include him in their plans.

Wil knelt down on the floor over the paper. He had drawn nine long vertical lines to represent the nine
days of half-term. He had also drawn some horizontal lines across the paper and was beginning to fill in
the names of their friends, so that each box in the grid would represent what each person would be doing
on each day of the half-term holiday.

Freddy got down with him, holding a pen, and propped himself up on one elbow — his best position for
thinking. Propped up on one elbow, pen in hand, he looked like one of the great Greek philosophers
they had seen when they had been looking up Athens. All refined and intelligent (or so he thought,

anyway).

It was hard to concentrate. Jaz's grandmawas in the kitchen and although the door was closed, the
smells wafting out into the sitting room were so intense, so spicy, that Freddy was mentally transported
off to exotic far-away places. Jaz's grandma used loads of herbs and spicesin her cooking, and they
aways made the food taste utterly fantastic.

As hetried to stop his stomach daydreaming, Freddy noticed another smell enter the room. Not
altogether unfamiliar, but at the same time also exotic and elegant.

Jaz's Mum had returned!



Now Jaz's Mum was something else! Talk about cool! And she aways smelled amazing! She strolled
gracefully over to where the boys were hunched over their paper.

‘Good evening Mrs Chetty!” Freddy said respectfully, ‘where have you been this time?’
Jaz’'s Mum was always travelling. Often to the USA, and often to appear on some TV show or another.

‘My dear, I've had a few daysin LA. How are you boys?" She stooped down and gave Wil and Freddy
akiss on each cheek, rendering both of them temporarily speechless.

‘We'refine. We're doing a plan for half-term’.

‘Excellent idea, now let me see...Ah yes! Thisisthe day you need to think about!’
She stretched an elegant finger over to the date Wil had marked.

14th February.

Valentines Day!

Ooo-€r!

*kkk*x
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She stretched an elegant finger over to the date Wil had marked.

14th February.

Valentines Day!

Ooo-er!

—

‘STOP PRESS ABANDON ALL PLANNING! PUT VALENTINE'SDAY ON HOLD!
Theradio crackled alittle as it struggled to cope with the intense cold.

‘LATEST NEWScrackle crackle, ISTHAT ALL beep beep SPRINGHURST SCHOOLS ARE NOW
CLOSED...| REPEAT, buzz buzz beep ALL SPRINGHURST SCHOOLS ARE CLOSED!’

And then, in dlightly less urgent language,

‘All citizens are warned to stay indoors. The weather isclosing in. More snow isforecast. The
emergency services are unable to cope. And now over to police control HQ',

Another voice came over the airwaves,
‘Thisis Commander Bill Hardnut of Springhurst police. | speak to you as an officer of the law, and asa

fellow citizen. Please do not leave your houses. Stay warm. Drink hot drinks. Check on your
neighbours. And children, stay inside and do your homework! Thank you'.

—
“Who does he think he is kidding?’, said Wil, laughing, pulling on his jeans over his pyjamas.

‘Well, maybe we' d better be careful...’”, Freddy replied.

There was a loud knock at the door, and shouting.

‘Come ON, lads...". It was Hardy’ s voice, muffled slightly by the snow all around him.

On opening the door, a scene of complete chaos met their eyes. Cars abandoned on the steep street.

Even 4x4s, belching out their smoke and fumes, struggling. Old ladies vainly shovelling snow off their

driveways as more snow fell. And all around, defying Commander Hardnut’ s instructions, were
children. Throwing stuff, mixing stuff, building things, dodging things, running, sliding, laughing.

*kkk*

‘School’ s out for winter!” cried Hardy excitedly. Freddy gave up trying to be a sensible and good citizen
and joined them outside. Hisfeet squeaked as they hit the thick white carpet underneath them.



Thiswas thereal thing. Thiswas not the few centimetres of wet stuff that had fallen the previous week.
Thiswas thick, crunchy stuff, the purest white colour, fluffy and smooth. Covering everything — houses,
cars, walls, street lamps. Even people.

Up the street, one person in particular was being covered. Mr Andrews, wearing aflat cap with a bobble
hat perched on top of it, and wrapped in a huge greatcoat several sizestoo big for him, was just standing
at hisfront gate, apparently surveying the scene in front of him. He appeared not to be moving, so the
three boys walked up to check he was alright.

‘Good morning Mr Andrews, are you OK?" enquired Freddy politely.

No reply. No movement.

Hardy went over and waved his hand in front of the coach’s face dramatically. Mr Andrews gave alittle
jolt, and a mini-avalanche tumbled off the peak of his cap, down his nose, and into the neck of his

jacket.

‘Ah, Hardy lad,” Mr Andrews said with a start, ‘how the devil are you? Just taking the air this morning,
isn’t it beautiful ?’

‘Beautiful day for a snowball fight!’, Hardy said predictably.
‘No, | mean smell theair. Clean, fresh, like new'.

Hardy sniffed briefly, taking in some of the cold clear air.

‘ Anyway, lads, never too cold for atraining session! Let’sgo!’

And with that, picking up Jaz, Michael and Clara on the way, they headed unsteadily up the road to play
football.

Or rather snow-ball.

Or more like slide-ball.

‘Alright my friends, therules are like this', started Mr Andrews, ‘ no slipping, no sloshing, no slopping

about in the snow, and certainly, no slide tackles. No pushing, no pulling, no fouling, no free kicks, no
biting, no bashing...

No ball!", yelled Hardy as the white Adidas World Cup Super ball disappeared into a snowdrift.

‘Ah, we need this, lads’. Mr Andrews reached into his kit bag and pulled out a dark brown round thing,
approximately the size of afootball, covered in leather, and with bootlaces pulling it together on one

side.

Thisiswhat we used to play with, back in the days when men were men, and girls were...y know...girls;’
he looked nervously over at Clara, ‘finest leather football two shillings could buy in those days!’

They played with the heavy leather ball for ten minutes or so, until it absorbed so much water that even
Hardy would not risk histoes by kicking it. The game had ended in afree-for-all.



‘Pass, pass, yelled Hardy to Michael, who tried a nifty flick up with a snowball, which only succeeded
in flicking snow into his own face.

Freddy tried next, attempting a volley on alarger snowball, which exploded into his face with a mighty
thump.

Michael gave up with the ball altogether, and just set off on a mazy run through the snow-covered field.
Hislegs were hardly visible as he tried to dodge imaginary snowmen defenders, but even he had met his
match when he tried an imaginary shot, caught hisfoot in a non-imaginary pile of thick snow, and was
flung forwards, eventually sliding to a halt in front of the others. He was laughing as he spat snow and
grass from his mouth.

Finally, Wil, seeing alarge ball of snow flying past him, tried a fantastic Rooney-scissor-kick, missed
the snowball completely and ended up, head-first in a gigantic snowdrift, legs still sticking high in the
air. The others had to dig him out.

In the end, cold, wet and happy, they had trudged back down the street to Number 19, where Mrs Azalea
had stuffed them full of bacon sandwiches and hot chocol ate.

*kkkk*%k

Wil had abandoned his planning. Towards the end of the day, he just had time to write in afew brief
ideas for half-term week, including:

Go to football training- which covered most of Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday,

Go to Aunt Annie' s—which covered Thursday and Friday, and,

Play Butterfield match — which was scheduled for Saturday 17th.

He was just about to pack everything away for the night, when he saw someone had added something to
his chart. In spidery handwriting, just after the third football training day, someone had scrawled in
pencil,

Valentine' s Day — send card to JoJo!

Wil’ s stomach gave aleap, and then a lurch, and then alump came to histhroat. He looked around, and

then put the chart away — very quickly.
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It is Saturday, just before kick-off at the top-of-the-table clash between Lancaster Road and Butterfield.
The commentators are preparing for the start of the game.

Good morning, and welcome to Radio Springhurst!
“Welcome too, to Springhurst Park, where we are gathered eagerly awaiting kick-off for the game
between Lancaster Road and Butterfield. A new fixture this one, but both teams are doing well in the

league. Could be a close one. Over to you Brian.’

‘“Well, Ron, | can see a number of small birds twittering in the trees, the clouds are a fluffy white, and
the sky a powdery blue

‘Thanks Brian, any views on the game?’
‘er...No’

‘Right...er...thanks Brian’.

‘“Well perhaps we should start with a look at the two teams. 1n goal for the Lancaster Road side, we
have Hardy, whose eccentric antics in goal haven't stopped him from keeping a clean sheet on at least
one occasion. In defence today we have brothers Wil and Freddy, lining up alongside each other in a
new formation. The midfield comprises the combative Clara and the jinking Jaz. Intelligent player that
one, eh Brian? Brian..?’

‘Er...yes...no, | mean maybe. Who?’

‘| was talking of Jaz helping to run the midfield, Brian. Intelligent player, good passer of the ball?’
‘Right’.

‘OK...thanks again Brian. In attack, we have as usual the blonde bomber Alex, and the amazing
Michael. Have you seen the boy play, Brian, quite something isn’'t he?’

‘“Who?’

‘Michael, the Lancaster Road striker. | was just saying, quite a handful for defences | think you'll
agree, Brian?’

‘I haven't seen him'.
‘OK...thanks...yet again, Brian'.
“Y know, small boys in the park, jumpers for goalposts, isn't it?’

‘lsn’t what, Brian?'



‘“Well, it... y' know, glory days of Liverpool in the 70s?’

‘Yes...thanks Brian. Well, you and | have been chatting for long enough, Brian, we don’t have time to
go through the Butterfield team. It’s enough to say they are a tight outfit. Could cause some
problems’.

‘Problems, problems...’

‘Thanks Brian'.

*kkk*

(40 minutes later)
‘Well, we' re well into the second half and the scoreis still nil-nil.

But it's Springhurst on the attack, so far they’ ve found it almost impossible to break down this
Butterfield defence. The ball iswith Freddy, linking well with his brother down the left. Wil takes it
forward ten metres, dipsit to Michael, he jinks inside one defender, inside another, then crosses with his
left foot, Alex is coming in...OOOOOH!, that was close, he just couldn’t stretch quite far enough, could
he Brian?’

‘O0000000H!"

‘Thanks, Brian. And here' s another attack, it’s Butterfield this time, quite some distance out, he’ s not
going to try a shot fromthere is he, ohmyword heis, and it'sgone in. That’sthefirst goal, Hardy had
no chance with that one. One nil to Butterfield!’

‘The birds are twittering now, Ron’

*kkk*

“Yeh, thanks again, Brian. And here, as we approach the final whistle, most of the good work has come
from patient build-ups from midfield...Freddy sends a long cross-field ball to pick out Alex on the
right...has he seen Jaz? Has he seen him? Yes he has, a perfect cross, and Jaz nods it in at the far post.
What a brilliant goal, you don’t see many headers at this level of the game, do you Brian?’

(thereisaloud thud in the commentary box)

‘Brian...Brian...wake up!’

‘Urgh, aagh, urm...sorry, Don, now what were you saying? Ron? Good goal that was'.

‘Thanks Brian. And it’sreally end-to-end stuff now, Brian, here come Butterfield again, straight down
the middle.. .two against one, they' re bearing down on Hardy in goal, he shoots...oh, that really was a
save out of the top drawer, Brian, reminded me of Federici saving from Larsson on Saturday...! And

thereisthe final whistle... what a game, Brian?'.

‘Top drawer, middle drawer, even the bottom drawer, Ron. What a game indeed! Everyone gave 110
per cent. I'd be over the moon with that result, neither team deserved to lose. On the other hand, I'm



feeling sick as a parrot.’

‘Thanks again...Brian! See you next week! Over to you in the studio, Gary'.

*kkk*

“Yes, thanks Ron, that sounded like a great game fromwhere | was sitting!’
‘OK, Gary, thanks, I’ ve got to go...Brian’sjust fallen out of the commentary box.’

‘OK, good luck Ron. Well, let’ s take a look at the table following this afternoon’s games. Starting

from the bottom, we have Hags United, going through a dreadful spell (ha, ha, ha!). Next up from them,
with three points, are Derby Road. Mid-table, but improving all the time are the Merry Men, with
Wanderersin third. But clear at the top, on the same number of points, are Butterfield and Lancaster
Road. Both have won four, lost one, and drawn one. It’s very tight up there at the top. But only one
team can win. Only one team can win tickets to the Champions League final!

*kkk*x
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Both have won four, lost one, and drawn one. It’s very tight up there at the top. But only one team can
win. Only one team can win tickets to the Champions League final!

‘D’you think we' [l make it?’, said Wil as they gathered at home after the match.
‘NO WAY"' said Clara, ‘they' re much too good for us, we won'’t stand a chance in the replay!”’

‘“Well’, said Jaz thoughtfully, *if we continue on the way we are doing, we do stand a chance. We have
to play all the teams again, including Butterfield, but we are improving. Just look at the results.’

They all stood staring at the table Jaz had laid out before them. Played six, lost one, won four, drawn
one.

‘And we're improving. That was a great goal on Saturday!’, said Freddy, looking admiringly at Jaz,
who had headed the winner at the weekend.

‘And we' ve got our lucky pennant!” he added.
‘What's a pennant?’, said Clara.
‘A kind of flag, show them, Wil".

Wil’s chest puffed up proudly as he remembered the most amazing day of hiswholelife. He pulled a
small triangular flag out of his sports bag. Arsenal FC.

‘“Wow!" they al said, as he unfurled the pennant.

‘Yes!’, said Wil as helaid it out on the table.

‘Tell them, Wil..."” said Freddy,

‘Shall 1?7 Why don’t you do it?’

‘Yes, tell us, Wil, tell us about the card!’

Wil looked over at Freddy, as his golden skin started to turn an embarassed shade of purple.
‘Not thecard! Theflag!’, Freddy said, laughing.

‘Ah, yes, theflag...’, said Wil nervously. They gathered round closer as he began their story.

*kkk*x

“Well, you know we went to Auntie Anni€' s at half-term? We did. Well, she picked us up from homein
her big car, | don’t know what it is exactly but it was really shiny and big...’



‘It isa Rolls Royce, Wil’,

‘“Well, anyway, it isreally shiny, big, and you sink down in the seats so you can’'t see out of the
windows. Anyway, you know Auntie Annie, she’s a bit small too, and she couldn’t really see out of the
windows either. And shewas driving. Anyway we sort of got there OK, although we wer e stopped by
the police twice. We ended up at her housein London.

“When we arrived, Auntie Annie showed us up to our room, the normal one with the big big bed and the
huge wooden wardrobe, and told us to get ready because she was going to have a party. Then after
about half an hour she said ‘Y 00 hoo, you two!’, and we had to go downstairs. Loads of people were
coming into the house, and Auntie Annie was giving them drinks and we had to smile and be nice and
stuff’.

‘“What happened next?’, said Hardy, intrigued.

‘Then it was kind of boring. Three ladies came up to me and patted me on the head, and said ‘ haven’t
you grown?, and a gentleman passed me a tray and asked me to serve the drinks. And I’ monly seven.
| told them that | wanted to be a great footballer and that drinking alcohol was not good if you wanted
to be a great footballer. The gentleman said ‘Y ou’re not wrong there, laddie!” and then took two more
glasses from the tray, balanced a third one on top of the two, and waddled off uncertainly. He waddled
into a lady with a hat. Her hat fell into thetrifle. Then, you'll never guess what happened...

‘JoJo popped up and gave you a Valentine's card...? said Hardy, mainly to be annoying.

‘“Well...no, | can’'t really tell you...y' see what happened was...

‘Tell us about the card, Wil!’

Wil looked at Freddy who nodded back to him.

‘OK, O...K! I'll tell you about the card. Hereitis! It'sfromJoJo! So what?’

Predictably, Hardy grabbed the card and opened it, with Clara. He sang the little poem inside. The two
of them grinned and gurned and gabbled like goblins asthey read it. Wil just squirmed and smiled in
embarassment.

Then Freddy took over the story from his dumbstruck brother.

‘“What happened was that we were standing around watching the people when the door opened again.
Sanding in the doorway were a man and a woman, the man smartly dressed in a grey suit and the
woman elegant in a long dress. They both looked strangely familiar. Our Aunt rushed over,’

‘Ah Theodore, my dear chap, Melanie, I’d like you to meet my nephews Wilis and Freddy'.

‘Then the man spoke, quietly, to Wil’.

‘Ah, Wil, my friend, your Aunt said you would be here. She tells me you look like me and play like me.
| wonder if you would like one of these?

“We looked up, but only a little, at the familiar figure standing in front of us. Out of his usual kit, he



looked different, but it was definitely him. Standing in front of us, talking to us, and giving us this
flag...”, Wil held it up for emphasis, ‘my hero... Theo Walcott!”’

*kkkk*%
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Sanding in front of us, talking to us, and giving us thisflag...”, Wil held it up for emphasis, ‘my hero...
Theo Walcott!”’

*kkk*

‘| can’t believeit!’, said Hardy on Friday morning, ‘you met Theo Walcott! It’s not fair!’

‘Yes, well, | think it’ s better to play than to meet players’, said Michael quietly, gently playing keepy-
uppy with an orange he had found in the fruit bowl! on the table. The others were hunched over the latest
news from the league.

Hardy and Michael had spent most of their half-term at the same football course.

“You were so lucky at that dribbling game...", Hardy said to Michael.

‘“Hmm, thanks,’ said Michael in hisusual quiet way, ‘it ssemsthe more | practice, the luckier | get!” He
flicked the orange up off his knee and caught it on the back of his neck, where it stayed perched. Hardy
willed it to fall.

‘Come on, you weren't so bad’, Michael continued, ‘that save you made from Skip was amazing!”.

‘Yesit was, wasn't it’, replied Hardy, apparently rising in height with pride at the compliment, and then
leaping instinctively to hisleft, and catching the orange as Michael flicked it towards him.

*kkkk*%k
Jaz was deep into the latest fixture list, looking at their six remaining games.

‘“Well, Hags should be easy enough, and Derby, but the others might be more difficult, especially as the
final match will be against Butterfield.’

‘Urghh, hmmph, urggh!’, coughed Mr Andrews, ‘It's on March 31st, we need to be well up for that one
my friends!’

‘Areyou OK, Mr Andrews?’, asked Freddy.

‘“Hurrghhh....did | ever tell you about my leg, lad? Erhersksk! ... Much worse than this, just a touch of
cough....atishooooo!” Freddy pulled back dlightly as Mr Andrews wheezed and spluttered.

‘Urghurgh’, said Hardy quietly, putting his hand to his mouth politely.
‘Eh-heh-heh..! said JoJo, even more politely, wiping her mouth with a small pink handkerchief.
‘Yes, as| was saying’, said Jaz, ‘it’s back to Hurst Rovers tomorrow, and we lost to them last time'.

‘There are no easy games...huuogh...any more. All the teams want to beat us. They put out their best
seven every week. Eheh...excuse me.” Freddy clutched histhroat as he spoke.



There was a mass outbreak of coughing in the room.
‘Urghhh-eh-heh! Don’'t get me started...if one doesiit, everyone will!’
‘I-hi-ihi-ihighh!”, coughed Clara, asif to confirm this.

“What you need is a good dose of carbolic soap and cod liver oil. Didn't cure the cough but it made you
think twice about coughing again’, said Mr Andrews.

Hardy coughed again, and again.

“You want some, lad? I'msure | could find some for you somewhere'.

'‘No thanks', said Hardy hastily, ‘I...think...I"ll be OK’

'Oh no, please no, keep away!’ came a more distant voice from the room next door.

‘“What was that? What's up with HIM?" said Clara.

The sound was coming from next door and the sound was coming from Wil.

‘Ooohhoohoo, NO!" said the voice, then, ‘ahhahah...uh huh uhuh...eeel’

Wil was apparently laughing uncontrollably, then..."that'll do, you know its good for you'.
There was a dramatic oughing from next door. There was a dramatic coughing from Hardy.

‘It's called called Mick's chest rub. She always usesit on us. Always makes you laugh, even if you're
reallyill. Which I’mnot’, Freddy added quickly, stifling a cough.

Wil staggered into the room, still half laughing and half crying from his mother’ s treatment, closely
followed by his Mum, who wafted the tub of Mick’s around the room at the assembled group of
coughers and splutterers.

‘Are you surethat you can play football tomorrow morning? The weather forecast isfor a cold start. |
don’t think you' refit for it’.

‘We'refine, Mum’, Freddy said, swallowing hard. There was alight cough from someone.

‘They' Il be OK, bit of urghhurghhurghwoosh...fresh air will be good for them!, wheezed Mr Andrews,
unhelpfully.

‘Well, if you're sure...”, added Wil and Freddy’s Mum.
‘Cool...”, said Michadl.
‘Uhuh!”, coughed Freddy in agreement.

‘Ehheh!’, splutted Wil.



‘Ihi-ihi!”, said JoJo delicately.
‘Aha...agh...agh...yes!’, said Clara.

‘Ergh..hurgh...ighighigh...ogogogog...pwil1...urgghhh...pwf..pwf...ishis...00000000!", said Hardy, falling
over.

Hereally did seem bad.

*kkk*x
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Hardy really did seem bad.

*kkk*x

OK, so it waswet. Actually it was very wet.

But that didn’t mean Hardy had to look like a balloon.

Remember he wasill? Coughing and spluttering?

But that didn’t mean he had to dress up like a polar explorer?

He shouldn’t have played. Not intherain.

But he did play.

Actually he played quite well.

But he didn’t have to resemble a degp-sea diver.

First he had on a vest, which he wouldn’t have chosen but which his mother had insisted he should wear
if (in her words) ‘you’'re going out to play that silly game in this weather’. So he wore the vest. On top
of that he had two t-shirts, the first white, and the second pink, given to him for his birthday (as ajoke)
by Clara. On top of the two t-shirts he wore a dark green hooded top, with the hood up, even though it

actually was not raining when the match against Hurst started. Was that it?

Of course not. On top of the hooded top, he wore a puffy ski jacket, one of those ones that is basically a
duvet with arms. But that was not all.

Desperate to preserve the look of the team, he had put on his Lancaster Road goalie jersey on top of the
jacket. Although the jersey had been bought specially for him and was normally the right size, on top of
al thisit looked small. In fact, the arms of the puffy jacket ballooned out from under the shirt like
Popeye's, and his tummy looked like it was expecting twins.

Of course he didn’'t stop there. 1l as he was, he needed all the warmth he could get, so his head was
wrapped in afurry bobble hat, and he wore a pair of woollen gloves under the goalkeepers gloves.
When you add in the long-johns he wore under the tracksuit trousers, you can imagine the sight that met
the opposition.

A monster ingoal! A Michelin Man! A sad and sorry blob of humanity. AsHardy waddled on to the
pitch, there was instant giggling amongst both the home and away supporters.

‘Look, I'mill, right’, said Hardy miserably to the group of onlookers. He took up his position in goal.

*kkkk*%k

Unlike the first game, this match against the Rovers went according to plan, with the now-well-



organised Kidz midfield dominating from start to finish. Hardy hardly touched the ball, and certainly
did not have to bounce to either side for any of the stops he did make.

During the first half, Michael scored two goals, the first following tenacious work by Jaz in midfield,
the second a solo effort finishing up with aleft foot shot. Even the Hurst players and supporters
applauded that one.

Except one.

After thefirst goal, one of the supporters had muttered something to himself, and then flung his hat to
the ground. It had landed in apool of muddy rainwater.

After the second goal, even though it was a great effort, he had shouted something at one of his players,
and then ripped off his scarf before throwing that to the ground as well.

*kkk*x

Half way through the second half, Freddy was at the back, watching the game going on in front of him,
relaxed, happy to be two-nil up.

Then Skip, the most dangerous Hurst attacker, beat Clara on the left, beat Wil on the right, and started
coming towards him with the ball. A dangerous player.

Just take it easy. I’'mthelast man. But | can stop him. | must timethisright. Let him come, let him
come...now in. Right foot to the ball, keep the studs down, take it on the bootlaces, a little dide, that's
it...!

There was a murmur of appreciation from the parents and friends as Freddy picked himself up from the
tackle, the ball at hisfeet, and strode forward with it. He had timed the tackle perfectly, and was now on
half way, with some space to movein. He strode forward again, looking up for someone to pass to.
Michael, out on the left wing, was the obvious candidate. But Hurst had done their homework. Having
suffered at the feet of Michael in the first half, they had got him man-marked this time, and there was
very little room for the pass.

On the other side was Alex, but his path was blocked by two defenders.

As Freddy looked up, the space in front of him just seemed to get wider. He moved forward to the mid-
way point in the Hurst half. He looked up. Goalkeeper looked nervous. In fact she had looked cold and
nervous from the start of the game.

Freddy had one last look.

WEell, there’ sno harmin having a pop from here. Now, think about it, what do we practice in training?

Freddy seemed to have all the time in the world to think through what he was going to do.

Draw back the right foot, now swing through straight and slightly across the ball, make the contact with
the front of your foot just to the left of centre, keep your eye on the ball, and CONTACT!



GOAL! yelled the crowd as Freddy saw the ball start out to the left then swerve round from left to right
and fly unerringly into the top corner of the Hurst net. The goakeeper made her best attempt at a save
yet, but still got nowhere near the ball.

Freddy just stood. Histeam-mates leapt on to him from all angles.

*kkk*

On the sidelines, the Hurst supporter, who was wearing a shirt in the colours of the team, started to take
it off, witha I’'mgoing to fling this shirt in the mud kind of look on hisface. He was now shouting
wildly at anyone who would listen — his team, his fellow supporters, the referee, the Kidz supporters.
Mr Andrews walked over calmly.

‘May | ask what the problemis?’

‘“Well can’t you see, they're not fit to wear the shirt. No passion, no passing, no commitment, NO
CLUEY

He got the shirt three-quarters off, revealing a belly that looked like it was expecting triplets.

‘Put it back on, sir, and listen to me’, Mr Andrews was firm and the man had to listen.

‘These children are nine years old. Just look at them.” The Hurst players had just mounted a decent
attack, but Skip had shot very very high over the bar, before flopping head first into a huge muddy
puddle in the goalmouth. Players from both sides were laughing hysterically as the referee blew his
whistle to bring the match to a close.

‘“What you see there, sir’, continued the Lancaster Road coach, ‘is fourteen children out in the fresh air,
playing a beautiful game, playing to the best of their ability, smiling, laughing, and having fun. And
that, sir, iswhat the gameis all about. If you cannot accept that, you should not turn up in future.’
There was a spontaneous outbreak of applause as Mr Andrews finished his speech.

Except from Hardy.

He just coughed.
%!
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Except from Hardy.

He just coughed.

—

Actually he coughed his way into hospital.

‘Maybe he shouldn’t have played?’, said Wil asthey gathered on the top landing on Wednesday
morning.

‘Same old Hardy...always faking!’, sang Clara.

“You can'’t fake your way into hospital’, Freddy added, ‘although | must admit, he didn’t really look that
il

‘And he kept a clean sheet!’, said Wil.
They all looked at each other asto say ‘ And that’s what matters’, although no-one actually said it.
‘Shall we go to visit him?’

‘“Well, it's World Book Day tomorrow, what are you going as?’, Freddy reminded them, picking up the
scrap of paper he had brought back from school with him on Tuesday afternoon.

*kkk*k
World Book Day 2007

Thisisthe 10th Anniversary Year of World Book Day. It'saimisto encourage children to explore the
pleasures of books and reading by providing them with a book of their own.

On Thursday 1st March, please dress as your favourite book character.

No footballers, superheroes, no cartoon characters, no animals, no footballers, no film stars.
AND ABSOLUTELY NO FOOTBALLERS—- THEY ARE NOT BOOK CHARACTERS

p.s. please do not dress as a footballer

T—

‘Does that mean | can’t goin my Arsenal kit?', said Wil hopefully.

‘“What do you think?

‘Hmmmph!’



‘So what are you going as?, Freddy repeated.
‘Seeif you can guess!’, Clara said, disappearing into the other room.
‘OK, I'll go and change too!", said Wil, heading off up the stairs.

*kkk*

Freddy had turned off the lights to test out his own costume, which featured a pair of wire-rimmed
glasses, adark cloak which his Mum had cut out of an old sheet, a small mark on his forehead, and a
magic-makin’ shape-shiftin’ goblin-gobblin® mischief-mendin’ portkey-powerin’ little stick.

A what?

Actualy, it was asmall light sabre he had got one Christmas, but as one of many Hardy Potters who
would gather at school for the day, he was determined to have the best wand. He waved it around in the
darkness, whispering spells to himself.

Clara appeared at the top of the stairs. She had borrowed a grey wig, had drawn some frown lines on her
face, and was wearing a knitted shawl around her shoulders. The clothes were dark.

As Clara saw Freddy through the darkness, she smiled.

As Freddy saw Clarathrough the darkness he recoiled as he saw the single white tooth jutting
awkwardly out of her mouth. It was amost luminous through the gloom.

‘Brilliant!’

‘Thanks, what's Wil going as?’

There was a clumping sound at the top of the stairs. Claraand Freddy looked up.

Clump, clump, clump.

Wil had on the most enormous pair of boots, and was wearing a boilersuit — the kind you see workmen
or mechanics wearing. He had plastered his face with white powder, so that he looked a deathly pale
colour. Through his neck he had inserted a bolt. He clumped down the stairs, as Freddy switched the
lights back on.

‘How did you do THAT?" said Clara, examining the bolt carefully from both sides.

‘Two bolts!’ laughed Wil, asif they had believed the bolt went right through his neck.

*kkk*x

The phone rang. Frankenstein, Hardy, and Nanny McPhee all sprinted over to pick it up. With a deft
shoulder charge, Frank just managed to edge Hardy out at the last minute. Nanny caught her shawl on
the edge of the door and ended up in a heap on the floor. Her tooth flew out of her mouth. Wil picked
up the phone.



‘Ugh!’, said aquiet voice on the other end.

‘Ugh to you too,” said Wil, who had been told never to talk to strangers on the phone.
‘I mean, erggghh’, said the voice again.

‘Ohit'syou. We'll be coming over tomorrow after World Book Day. Keep warm!”’

‘..er. OK..I'll..t-t-t-try’, said Hardy weakly.

*kkk*x

Later in the day Michael, who went to a different school, came over wearing his full Reading football
kit.

“You can’'t wear that —it’s football kit!", said Clara obviously.

‘I’'m making a statement.’

‘AWHAT?

‘I’m making a statement to say that Reading should be in the quarter-finals of the FA Cup’.

‘But they let in three goalsin six minutes, that’s...erm...”, Wil counted his fingers momentarily,
‘...erm...two goals per minute'.

“Yes, but | was late watching the match, so I’m not counting the first ten minutes'.
‘Oh, OK. Belikethat'.

‘Anyway, I’m going as Roy of the Rovers, he'sin a book...!”

‘Roy of the WHAT?" said Clara.

‘The greatest footballer who ever lived’, said Michadl.

*kkkk*%k
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‘Roy of the WHAT?" said Clara.

‘The greatest footballer who ever lived’, said Michael.

*kkk*x

“Welcome again to the airwaves of Radio Springhurst, and welcome to the World Book Day Springhur st
Top Ten Countdown! Brian and | are hereto run through the books that YOU, the children of
Soringhurst, have voted your favourites over the last year. Well, Brian, the votes are in, now, shall we
commence the countdown?’

‘Yes, Ron, well...and the winner is...F...

‘NO! Brian, we haveto go in reverse order, you can’'t announce the winner yet!’

‘Reverse order, you say?’

‘Yes, all awards are given in reverse order!”’

‘OK, | getit. Ahem, ahem... Iswinner the and, well, Ron, Yes... F...

‘NO! Brian, not backwards, just start with number ten and work upwards'.

‘Oh, yes, OK, maybe you'd better doit. I'll do the number one, then’.

‘OK, Brian, good idea’.

*kkk*

‘And at number ten, we have that blonde bombshell, that force of nature, that teenage tearaway, Mr
Andrewslex Rider, in Sormbreaker, by Anthony Horowitz!’

‘Yes!” said Alex, running his hand through his blonde hair, and smiling coolly at the others. The device
on his belt gave a short beep and vibrated urgently. He looked down at the message scrolling across the
screen,

‘Sorry guys, gotta go, something’s come up. See you all tomorrow!’

With that he glided out of the room, flinging his jacket casually over his shoulder as he went.

“Wher e does he keep going to? wondered Freddy aloud.

‘And why' s he always in such a hurry?’ added Clara.



*kkk*

Theradio crackled on.

‘At number nine, Brian, a new entry this year, unexpected this one eh Brian, not sure | know about this
one...at number nine...is Kidscapism Football Soriesfor Children!’

“Yes, Ron, it’s about football, and it’s got stories for children. 1I’ve heard it’s very good, although |
haven't read it myself. Sayson my card that it features a team called Lancaster Road'.

‘“YESSSS'’ they al cried in unison.

‘“Well, Brian, I'll check that one out later. Let’s move on to number eight. At number eight, after thirty-
five years on the chart, that perennial favourite, The Hobbit, by J. R R Tolkein!’.

‘I’'mreading that at the moment’, said Michael, ‘it’s about a little guy called Bilbo Baggins, who lives
underground and has to battle goblins and things'.

‘Yeah, | love that bit where the dragon fights the ladybird, that’s brilliant!’, said Clara. Michael looked
at her questioningly.

‘Have you actually read it? I’ m halfway through and there haven't been any ladybirds so far’
Claralooked down at the ground. Her face went a shade of deep pink.

—

‘At number seven, we have...Jamie' s Dinners, by Jamie Oliver!’

‘I voted for that one!’, said Jaz, just finishing off the last crumbs from a packet of crisps.

“You can’t read it though, can you?’

‘That dinner lady at school did, | bet’, replied Wil, ‘that one who says “ d’jawant some right pukka
broccoli, my darlin’?’.’

*kkk*x

‘And Brian, I’'m very pleased to say that at number six, a personal favourite of mine, Goldilocks and the
Three Bears!’

‘I'veread that one', said Clara quietly.
‘“Well, | suppose there are some younger ones voting for these books', said Freddy dismissively.

‘Look, it's not that | don’t like reading, | just don’t have much time for it. | read at school’, said Clara,
sort of hopefully.

‘Ten minutes at bedtime, that’sall. Sometimes| can't stop’, said Michael, ‘the book I’ m reading at the
moment is a bit scary. Sometimes | go under the covers with a torch and pretend I’ m somewhere deep



inside Bilbo's cave. It'sgreat!’

*kkk*

‘Halfway through now, and at number five, book-pickers, isthefirst entry from Mr Roald Dahl, Danny
the Champion of the World!’

‘Oh | lovethat!” said Wil, ‘it’s all about a guy who goes out with his Dad to catch things, and his Dad
gets trapped and he hasto go and rescue him, and he drives a car, all by himself...and...and...

‘“Yes OK, itisgood. Checkit out’, said Freddy, ‘let’s keep listening, | want to see who's number one'.

*kkkk*k

“Number four, now, and at number four, this book has been on the charts an unbelievable one hundred
and seventy years!’

‘Surely he means seventeen years...he' s read that wrong?’ said Michadl.
‘Wait..." said Freddy.

‘An incredible one hundred and seventy years, one of the most famous books of all time...at number four,
is Oliver Twist, by Charles Dickens'.

‘Oh, | know that one!’ said Wil excitedly, ‘you gotta pick a pocket or two!’, he sang, diving onto the
sofawhere Jaz and Michael were sitting and trying to reach into their pockets.

‘Oi! Leaveit out!’

‘I’'mthe Artful Dodger’, Wil continued, ‘1 dodge here, | dodge there, I’ [l dodge anywhere!’
“Well be quiet, or you won’t get any moregruel...” said Freddy.

‘Food, Glorious Food!" sang Wil again. Hereally could get quite annoying.

*kkk*%k

‘At number three, for all you ghost-lovers out there, is Lemony Shicket’s A series of Unfortunate
Events. Can you guess who that oneis by, Brian?’

‘Er...Lemony? | mean...Shicket?’
‘Yes Brian, that’ s right, well done'.

‘That sounds good’, said Claraquietly, ‘1 might try that one. | like unfortunate events'. She glared
gloomily at the others.

*kkk*%k

‘We're nearly there now, Brian, at number two, we have that great work of modern literature, the



trillion-selling, record-breaking J.K.Rowling classic Barry Pooter and the Collosal Telephone'.

‘I haven't read that one, Ron’

‘No Brian, sorry, where did | put my glasses?’

‘They're on your head, Ron’

‘Oh, thanks Brian, yes, sorry listeners, at number two, let’s get thisright, Hardy Potter and the
Philosophers Sone. One of the most famous books ever written. Has universal appeal. Boyslove it,
girlsloveit'.

‘I've seen the film', said Clara.

‘Read the book first, then see the film. 1f you see the filmfirst, it spoils the book’ .

‘Nabh, if you read the book firgt, it spoilsthe film’, replied Clara.

‘Look, not every book is made into a film. Books are great. Look, we' ve got this to take to Hardy’, said

Freddy, producing a copy of the Dangerous Book for Boys, ‘ not that he needs to be any more
dangerous!’.

*kkk*

‘ And now, children, the moment you’ ve all been waiting for...at number one, the winner by a mile, the
favourite book of the children of Soringhurst...open the envelope Brian...Brian?’

‘ Ahem, yes, the envelope, I'msure I’ ve got it here somewhere...’
‘Brian isjust searching his jacket pockets, listeners, are here we are...and the winner is, Brian...
‘And the winner is...FA Premier League Shoot-Out Folder 2006-2007"

‘Right, thanks, Brian. There you have it, people, the children of Soringhurst have spoken! Your
favourite book for World Book Day 2007 is...the Shoot-Out folder!”

‘Yes!’, Clarawaved her Shoot-Out folder above her head. Finally.

*kkk*x

‘Look, we' ve got a match tomorrow, it’ s the rematch against Hags United. We' d better get ready.
Here, take this'. He handed Clara a copy of George’ s Marvellous Medicine by Roald Dahl, ‘you’'ll love
it, you really will!’

Claratook the book, a shy smile on her face.

‘OK, see you tomorrow!’

*kkkk*k



Just as they were leaving, the phone rang again. Wil went to pick it up, again. It was Hardy, again. He
was still ill.

‘Can’'t make it tomorrow, sorry’, he croaked into the phone.

A short story about Hardy’ s hospital visit, complete with crazy doctors and travels through time, will
soon be available to registered users through the website. Please check back regularly here: Hardy’s
Hospital Horrors
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‘| said Philips Sport Vereniging!’ said Jaz impatiently, as he explained forthe fifth time who would be
playing in the quarterinals. Very niggling?, said Wil for the fifth time, just to be annoying (for
thefifth time).' OK, | give up, let’sjust call them PSV. They come from Holland, and they’ replaying
Liverpool. Wil Crouch be playing?, asked Wil, trying to raise himself up to hisfull1.4 metresin
imitation of the giant Mr Crouch.’| don’t know, it’s not “til April anyway. A lot can happen by
then’."Well, if Liverpool arein thefinal, | want to go to the match’, said Wil again.' That's basically
uptous, isn’tit? But there’'salong way to go. If Liverpoolbeat PSV in thefirst leg, and Man United
beat Roma and then they hold on for adraw in the second leg and if Bayern beat Milan on away goals
and Chelsea can getpast Vaencia even if they do have to come from two goals behind like they did
againstTottenham, and if we can get past Merrymen next Saturday and score at |east threelike we did
against the Hags this week then we stand a chance...”* STOP!’ yelled Freddy as Jaz went on and on and
on. ‘Like Mr Andrewssaid, we need to take each game as it comes, give a hundred percent, and play
oursocks off. All we should think about is our next game’.' But | want to see Liverpool’, said Wil, ina
voice which said I'm notgoing to give this one up.’ It al depends’, said Jaz, ‘ on what we do, and on
what they do. But we weregreat at the weekend!’*We were, weren't we? said Freddy, recalling
Saturday’ s game againstthe girls of Hags United.llIness Strikes121*****The match had been won
comfortably, by three goalsto nil, despite thefact that Hardy had still been in hospital, and JoJo once
again had had todeputise in goal. The Hags team, and especially their coaching staff, behaved quite
well(by their standards) in this return match, after their skulduggery in the firstgame, when the referee
had mysteriously disappeared. The only surprisecame midway through the second half.Lancaster Road
were two goals up, both of them scored by Freddy frommidfield. He had worked out that the diminutive
Hags goa keeper wasvulnerable to high shots, and had scored with the only two shots he had
hit.Actually, she was vulnerable to anything above waist height, because shereally was spectacularly
small. So Freddy told his players to shoot on sight.But midway through the second half, the Hags had
turned once againto some of their dirty tricks, and Clara was beginning to get agitated.'No WAY!" she
cried as she was taken out from behind. At least thereferee gave afree kick for that one." No WAY!" she
cried again, as one of the Hags defenders more or lesswrapped her up in the loose black cloak?ike shirt
that the team wore."No way! No WAY! NO WAY!" Claralooked incredulously at the girlin front of
her.Clara had finally got fed up with al the fouling, and picking herself upfrom the latest challenge, had
grabbed at the nearest player in frustration. Shehad pulled back the player’s black hood to reveal the
most amazing sight.Her sister!*'No WAY'! Not YOU!’, Clarawas haf laughing, and half crying. I’ll

get you later!” Clarasaid menacingly. Her sister Clara just cackled,equally menacingly, and ran back to
her evil teammates.But Clara had had the last laugh by poking home the third goal of thegame following
aprecise through ball from Michael. Thistime, the littlegoalkeeper had climbed up the right?hand

goal post, and was swinging fromMonday 12 March 2007Champions L eague Challengers122the crosshar
on her rather long arms, so Clara, instead of shooting high, justhad to roll the ball across the line before
the goalie dropped down. Which shedid. It was afitting end to a potentially tricky game.*****‘ So
we're on track’, said Jaz again, turning to Wil. *We just need to keepgoing the way we are, and we'll
make it to Athens.”***** There was a persistent but slightly feeble knocking at the door.Freddy went
over to open it.'Hardy! How’ re you doing? It’'s great to see you!’ The pathetic figure standing on the
doorstep smiled weakly.'I'm...I'm OK, | subbose...”, he muttered wheezily, before adding,‘It...It...
was...terrible. Disbembered myself in the end. Had to get out of awindow’.' Dismembered? Y ou mean
discharged, don’t you? Hardy clutched his brow dramatically asif that explained hisconfusion. It was
terrible’* Oh, | know, don’'t worry, you’ re out now, we'll look after you...OH

MY GOODNESS!" Hearing Freddy’ s voice, Wil and Clara came running through intothe hall," What's
the matter?, said Clara staring up and down at Hardy.' LOOK!", said Freddy, still transfixed by
something. He was pointingdown to the ground.* Urghh! Get away!’, cried Wil. They all took a step



back.
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‘What...what...what’ s the matter? said Hardy, now sounding moreconcerned than the rest of them.'IT'S
YOUR FEET! LOOK! THEY'RE CHANGING COLOUR!"*****“\\/¢el| dey...dey... told mein the
hosbidal...”, stammered Hardy as they allcontinued to stare at his feet.' They told me about Friday, so |
had nothing to do, so | didit...”* Friday? Y ou painted the ends of your feet? ‘Y es, dey told be it was Red
Toes Day’ .Freddy felt the laugh coming afew seconds before it did. It was oneof those laughs you just
can’t do anything about. But it took a little while tocome. Up from his stomach, through his chest,
crawling up histhroat until itburst forward almost throwing him off his feet. He grabbed his mouth
withone hand, grabbed the nearest thing (Clara) with the other hand, and startedto fall about.Hardy’s
toes, painted a vivid shade of red, seemed to glow brighter asthey rolled around, and giggled, and rolled
some more.' What’ s so funny? said Hardy miserably, staring down at the mass ofwrithing bodies on

the floor.’ Red toes...red toes...”, Wil could hardly speak as he pointed at Hardy’ sfeet. Freddy was the
first to compose himself. He spoke slowly.On Friday..., itisRed... NOSE... Day. Red Nose... Not toes...’
hegiggled some more, ‘sorry H, but thisis just too much!’ Hardy wandered off to collect his thoughts
and wash hisfeet. Luckilyhe was feeling alittle better. He' d get them back somehow.Champions

L eague Challengers125***** Freddy followed Hardy out.' Come on H, we're only having alaugh,” he
said, putting his arm roundHardy’ s shoulders." Y ou’ re always having alaugh at me. Everyoneis. Just
because I’ m not coollike you, or fast like Wil, or brainy like Jaz. I’m not good at anything’ .And right
there Hardy, their big strong mate, their loud, laughinglunatic friend, shed a solitary tear onto the sleeve
of hisjacket. He wiped hiseyes with the other sleeve.' Oh, come on, we'll look after you. You're just a
bit fed up with beingiill,that’sall’.’It's nothing to do with being ILL!" Freddy was shocked at the tone
ofHardy’ s voice, ‘anyway, I’'m not ill any MORE. Go Away’ Wil bounced in. Freddy sensed trouble
and tried to pull him away.Too late." What' s up with him? Hey everyone, ook, Hardy’s crying!’ Hardy
turned his face to his damp sleeve, and buried hishead in it.' Just leave it out. Leave him with me. Just
leave...” said Freddydesperately. Wil just carried on.” Hardy’ s crying...Hardy’ s crying...’, he sang,
dancing round themiserable figure hunched in the chair. He went on,* A young boy called Hardy whose
noseShould be red, instead painted his toesHe was sick, amost dyingBut now he's just cryingAnd he's
soaking right through al his clothes' What a brother, thought Freddy, how could he be so
horribleAVednesday 14 March 2007Champions League Challengers126Freddy |ooked pityingly at Wil,
who was still laughing at his ownlimerick. When he wasn't laughing at poor Hardy. Freddy then
lookedover at Hardy. A strange thing happened.A little smile.A little smirk.A little wipe of adamp
eye.Then alurch.Then alunge. A grab, agrope and agrapple.In aflash he was on him, two strong arms
pinning Wil’s own arms tohis side, as Hardy wrestled him to the ground.* Y ou’ll see who's crying now!
I’ll giveyou ared nose!’ he screameddemonically, as Wil tried to struggle clear.They rolled around on
the ground, but Hardy, miraculously restored tofull strength, was far too powerful for the diminutive
Wil, and flipped himonto his back, then knelt firmly on histwo arms, pinning him to the ground.Wil
looked up, helpless.'I’'m sorry, | really am, | didn’t mean it, | didn’t, | didn’t!’*Y ou meant it, and now
you'll pay!” replied Hardy calmly. He lifted hisleft knee up and grabbed Wil’s arm with his left arm.
With hisright hand heleant across and started to tickle. He knew that this would have the result
hewanted. The definition of ticklish had to be rewritten where Wil wasconcerned.*No! not that!
Please...!”Hardy went to tickle Wil under the arm. Before he had even touchedhim, Wil was starting to
protest and starting to laugh. Hardy went in for thekill, hisfingers poking and prodding at Wil’ s helpless
armpit. Wil wasalready out of control, writhing and rolling around, still totally pinned byHardy’s
weight. When Hardy went for a second attack under Wil’ s chin, hecould take no more.'I’m sorry, I’'m
so sorry, I’'mso so sorry...”  You will be...” said Hardy, not letting up.’I’m S0 SO SO SO SO SD00 SO0000
sorry! | won't do it again. | will never make upanother poem, I'll never tease you, you' re the greatest,
I’m soooo glad you' re feelingbetter...” This went on for about five minutes before Hardy finally relented
andWil could get up and dlip away. Freddy tried to give him afinal dap as hewent past asif to say



serves you right! .Hardy stood up, smiling, and took off the thick, dlightly damp, jacket.’ Right, Red Nose
Day! What are you going as?
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Hardy stood up, smiling, and took off the thick, slightly damp, jacket.

‘Right, Red Nose Day! What are you going as?

*kkk*x

In the end, the school had banned all costumes due to an unfortunate occurrence the previous day, when
ateacher had become the target of a pre-Red Nose Day custard pie, in a stunt that one of the Y ear Sixes
had thought would be funny.

Unfortunately, the headteacher did not think it was funny, and she had forced the children to think of
alternative non-fun ways of raising money.

*kkk*

To get home, Wil and Freddy had to take a short cut through the woods near where Hardy lived, walk
across the playing field (taking care not to take any of the mud from the field home with them...) and then
head down from the top of Lancaster Road to their house at number 12.

It was a cold but bright day, with signs of Spring all around. New grass was growing close to the
goa mouths, little buds were appearing on all the trees, birds were tweeting happily. A smallish white
bird swooped low over the group of friends as they trudged home.

‘Hey look, isn’t that an albatross? said Wil, thinking back to the Observer’s Book of Birds that Auntie
Annie had given him at Christmas. The bird, clearly no bigger than a seagull, gave an insulting squawk
and flew off. Wil turned to his brother and Hardy,

‘I’'m going on ahead to meet Michael. See you back home'.

They often bumped into each other on the way back. Although they went to different schools,
Michagel’ s route home took him along the same path as the others, and as they got out of school at about
the same time, it was inevitable that sometimes their paths would cross. And since the football team had
started back in November, Michael had become Wil’ s best mate.

They met up just where the woods emerged into the playing field, and you had to go through a small
gate to pass through.

Asusual, Michael held out his hand. Wil high-fived the outstretched hand, then put one finger in his
ear. Michael put hisown finger in his ear, then kicked Wil on the knee. After kicking Michael back on
his own knee, Wil removed his finger from his ear and hooked his thumb round Michael’ s and they
pulled, trying to make a clicking sound with their thumbs.

‘We really must change that secret handshake...’ said Michael quietly, ‘How’re you doing? How was
Red Nose thingy?

Michael’ s school had asked all pupilsto dressin red for the day. Michael was wearing his Arsenal
home shirt, his Liverpool home shorts, and a pair of tights which his mother had lent him. His hair was



dyed bright red. He looked completely uncomfortable.

‘Red Nose Day? Oh, it was OK | suppose, although we just had to sit in silence all day whilst the
teacher told usjokes. It was a sponsored ‘No Smiling’ day. Luckily none of the jokes were funny at
al.

‘Hey, | know’, continued Wil, *we can raise a bit more money on the way home. Grab that branch and
block the gate!’

They could see the others, Freddy, Hardy, Clara and her sister, Alex and Jaz strolling slowly down the
main path towards the gate. They worked quickly.

‘Right, that’ s the gate blocked. All we haveto do islift thisfor them to get through’, said Michael,
‘but what do they have to do?

‘Simple. They haveto tell ajoke. If itisfunny, they haveto pay a pound to charity’.
‘Andif itisn’'t funny?

‘They have to pay two pounds!’

‘Right, here goes!’

T—

‘Joke please!’

‘Eh? said Hardy, who was the first to reach the gate.

‘It costs two pounds to get through, but only oneif you can tell afunny joke'.

Hardy scratched his nose a couple of times, then stroked his chin, asif he had a beard.
‘Knock, knock’

‘Who'sthere? replied Michael.

‘The interrupting cow’

‘Theinterrupt...

‘MOOOQ!’, screamed Hardy, interrupting.

Wil and Michael looked at each other, trying not to laugh. But they did. It wasredly quite funny.
Hardy handed over the pound and they lifted the barrier.

‘Joke please!’” said Wil as Clara and her sister approached. Claralooked at her sister and smiled. They
obviously had a good one.

‘Doctor, Doctor’, said Clara, ‘1 think I’ ve swallowed abone' .



‘Areyou choking? said her sister.
‘No, | really did!" said Clara.
‘Sorry, not funny enough’, replied Michael, ‘two pounds please!’

‘Noway! That'snot fair! Here' s another one...Doctor Doctor, my son has swallowed my pen, what
should | do?

‘Useapencil until | get there!’, replied Clara ssister. Wil smiled alittle at that one. Michael actually
laughed.

‘OK, one pound then, pass through'.

Alex was next. As he reached the gate, he called out,

‘I’m not in the mood for jokes', and grabbed hold of alarge branch which was overhanging the path.
Swinging himself upwards he jumped onto the top of the fence, vaulted over it, and was gone, jogging
across the field towards his house. Wil looked at Michael and raised an eyebrow. Best not to bother
him, he thought.

Finally, Freddy sidled slowly up to the gate, a pensive look on hisface. I’m no good at jokes, he
thought to himself miserably, desperately trying to come up with something funny.

‘Joke please!’

Freddy looked at the barrier and contemplated making arun for it, but instead came up with his own
joke.

‘What did the Sheriff of Nottingham say when Robin Hood fired at him?

Wil knew he could not laugh at this one, especially as he had heard it about five hundred times. He
smiled at Michael. They had awinner here.

‘I don’'t know’, said Michael, ‘what did the Sheriff of Nottingham say when Robin Hood fired at
him?

‘That was an arrow escape’, said Freddy, already fishing around in his bag for loose change.
‘Rubbish. Utter Rubbish. Two pounds please!” Wil said, gleefully.

‘Oh well, itisfor charity | suppose, you can have everything I’ ve got here’, said Freddy, who in fact
could only rustle up a 50p, three Mexican pesos, two Pakistani rupees, and a coin from Sweden with a
holeinit.

‘Pathetic, but it will do!” laughed Wil, *please pass'.

*kkk*x

‘And I’ ve got another idea’, said Clara as they reached Lancaster Road, ‘y’ know the match against



Merrymen tomorrow?
Freddy thought he knew what was coming.
‘Let’sall wear our red noses for the match!’

Freddy wasright. But there was no stopping Clara.
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Audio only - 19th March.
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Alex looked down at the ground.’ Are you OK? said Freddy, ‘Y ou look terrible’.* No, to tell you the
truth, I’m not OK. Really not’ .******So what’s up? said Freddy, as Alex trudged slowly off towards
hishouse beyond the playing fields.* Well, y’know...”*No. | don’t know. Can | help? Anything | can
do? ‘Y ou could get me a present’.' En? Alex looked even more sad, and Freddy thought he was going

to startcrying.’ It's my birthday today’.' Y ou’' re JOKING! It’s your birthday, and you didn’t tell

anyone? Well, comeon. Come back here, let’ stell the others' .*No’. Alex spoke firmly and carefully, ‘1
don’t really do birthdays...notsince...well you know...’ Freddy stared at his friend and saw the deep
sadness etched into hisface. Ever since November, when Alex had appeared at Jaz’ s birthday partyin the
most dramatic circumstances, he had retained an aura of mystiqueabout him. A look on his face and the
way he behaved that said I'm Alex,don’t mess with me. But that same |ook often seemed to be
indicating I'm kindof lonely, and maybe a bit scared. When he got on the football pitch, Alex
wasdifferent, full of confidence, flowing moves and intelligent passing. But off it,Wednesday 21 March
2007Champions L eague Challengers138there was something sad about him. Even though he was alittle
older thanthem, he often looked like he needed looking after.' So what do you want to do, then? said
Freddy. I dunno, | guess I’ll just go home, have some tea, y’ know’ ‘Why don’t | come with you?
Freddy said, without really thinking.He' d only been to the house once, and had briefly met the lady who
lookedafter Alex, but it was avery short visit. Come to think of it, he didn’t reallyknow much about
Alex at all." Y ou want to come over? said Alex, doubtfully."Y eh, why not? | just need to tell

Mum’*OK. Comethen. I’'ll phone Jan’. Alex’s features perked up for the firsttime in what seemed to
Freddy like weeks. He smiled weakly from beneathhis shock of blonde hair.***** Freddy passed by his
own house to say that he would walk homewith Alex. When he came back out to the street, Alex was
talking busily intoa mobile phone.Why did he have aphone? It's not fair! When I'm twelve | want a
phone, too,thought Freddy frustratedly.And what a phone it was! It had a set of glowing lights on the
front,and didn’t seem to have any buttons to press at all, just a cool black screen.Alex coolly flipped it
shut.’ Prototype’ ‘ Proto?what? ‘ It’ s a prototype, a new phone that is not for sale yet. I'm just testing it
out’.Why’s HE testing it out? thought Freddy.***** Champions L eague Challengers139They reached
the house, which was not far from Hardy’s, up the hilland beyond the pitch. Alex went up to the front
door and held his phone upto a small black box on the doorframe. The door opened instantly
andnoiselessly. Freddy stared.’ Oh hi, Alex, how are you? Had a good birthday? Alex grunted and threw
his bag in the corner. The voice was that of Jan, who Freddy had met just before Christmas when she had
come to watchpart of one of their matches. Alex had once explained that Jan was his friend,but was also
the person who looked after him now that he was on his own.Freddy looked around the big entrance
hall. The house was old onthe outside, but quite modern on the inside, with lots of glass and mirrors,and
polished wood. The floors were also shiny and the whole place |lookedvery very clean. A single birthday
card stood on a glass shelf in the open?plansitting room.* So guys, whaddaya doin’ here? asked Jan
pleasantly. Her accent was abit like Lisa off The Simpsons. ‘How’ s soccer goin’, Freddy? ‘ Football’s
fine, thanks', corrected Freddy, ‘you know we might be going tothe Champions League? ‘ Y ou’'re
gonnaplay in the soccer finals, WOW!" It was clear that Jan didnot understand that much about
football.Not play, no’, explained Freddy patiently, ‘but if we win our league, wecould get free tickets
to Athens'.' Cool, free seats in the bleachers for the ball game at the play?offs!’* She means free tickets
in the stands at the final’, muttered Alex, smiling tohimself, ‘you do know she's American?‘Yes | had
realised that’, replied Freddy, smiling back at Alex.*Y ou guys should do atour, we love our soccer in
the US. | could fix you upwith afew games Wednesday 21 March 2007Champions L eague
Challengers140 Great’, said Freddy unconvincingly. Jan went on, staring out of thewindow for
inspiration.' Y eah, just imagine that, | could set you up one vacation with afew gamesagainst some
elementary school freshmen. Imagine you guys jogging out in front of ahundred thousand fans at

Y ankee stadium. Y ou’ re dressed in your brand newuniform and sneakers...’ Freddy looked at Alex who



smiled again (that was three timesin oneday).' She means she could set us up one holiday with some
games against someprimary school kids. She think we could play at one of the big stadiumsin New

Y ork.She' d get us new kit and boots'.* Ah, thanks', said Freddy, laughing. Alex and Jan laughed too.|t
al sounded a bit farfetched, but it did lodge an idea somewhere inFreddy’ s mind. He would come back
to that one later.*****He spotted something small, black and shiny lying on the coffee tablein front of
him. Reaching down to it, he said to Alex,Hey what does this do? ‘NO!, Whatever you do, don’'t

touch THAT!" replied Alex, jumping overthe sofato where Freddy was picking up the object.*****
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‘Hey what does this do?’

‘NO!, Whatever you do, don’t touch THAT!" replied Alex, jumping over the sofa to where Freddy was
picking up the object.

Freddy pulled his hand away from the device and took a quick step backwards.

‘Sorry, shouldn’t have left it there', said Alex hastily, *actually there are a few thingsin here that you
shouldn’t touch’. He picked up the device and it emitted a short beep. But it was what he did with it
next that caused Freddy’s mouth to drop wide open in disbelief.

Alex placed the device on the corner of a glass shelf which ran along the length of onewall. He held it
there for a second or two.

Gradually, the wall started to glow. Freddy stepped a couple more paces backwards, as an enormous
screen filled the wall space. The glow gave way to a brighter light as the screen warmed up.

What isthis? A computer? Some kind of huge TV? The latest in computer games consoles? thought
Freddy to himself.

‘I know what you're thinking’, said Alex casually, and it crossed Freddy’s mind for a moment that
perhaps he actualy did.

‘It'sjust abig TV really, but it has a few useful features'. Alex looked down at the handset. It looked
like aremote control, but didn’t appear to have any buttons. Alex seemed to be prodding it, stroking it,
pushing it.

‘Doh!” went the TV with aloud booming bass sound. Homer Simpson’s yellow face filled the entire
wall.

‘So, you can watch TV, then?’ said Freddy staring at what was the most amazingly massive TV he had
ever seen.

Alex fiddled some more with the remote.

“Yes, but that’ s not really what we use it for’, said Alex, turning to look at Jan, who was standing, her
armsfolded, in the doorway. She looked concerned.

‘He's OK, he’sone of us', said Alex, looking at Jan and motioning his hand towards Freddy.
‘S0, you' ve got the latest satellite technology built in, look...’

The screen filled with green and the markings of afootball pitch could be clearly seen. Their football
pitch!



‘S0, you' ve got a picture of our training ground on your TV? So?’ said Freddy, trying to sound casual.
‘No, not a picture...video...inreal time...look'.

Alex pressed something and afaint circle appeared on the screen, with two lines crossing through the
middle. Alex pressed again and the image zoomed in closer. About half the pitch now filled the screen.
A small figure was kicking aball around. Alex zoomed again. Michael’s features were clearly visible
as he practiced. Heflipped the ball up and caught it.

‘Michael? You've got video of us on your TV?

‘Real-time. Look he's heading across the pitch. Coming our way’.

‘But.. why?

‘Look at this. | just put in the coordinates of Springhurst, New York, USA. More kids playing
football...or soccer asthey call it over there'.

The image changed and a group of children playing football could be clearly seen. On the edge of the
image were various numbers and words, apparently indicating that they were looking at a match three
thousand miles away. Freddy just stared.

‘Look at this', said Alex, warming to the task of showing Freddy around. He rolled up his sleeve.

‘“What?' said Freddy, seeing nothing unusual on Alex’sarm.

‘Minimicronanochip’, said Alex, pointing at a small square shaped lump on his arm, ‘implanted.
Watch!’

Alex pressed hisarm. The TV went off.
Alex pressed hisarm again. Homer Simpson appeared.
Alex ran into thewall, arm first. Homer said ‘ Doh!’

Alex came over and shook hands with Freddy. Immediately, Homer faded away, and Michael could be
seen trudging across the park.

Alex gripped his forearm with his other hand and held it there.
The lights in the room went off.

Alex shouted at hisarm, ‘Arm, ON!’

The lights came on.

Freddy sat down on the sofa.

A dog barked.



Freddy got up.

A cat went ' miaow’ .

The two animals strolled casually into the room.
‘Meet Pinky and Perky' said Alex.

*kkkk*k

Freddy’ s head was bursting with questions. He knew friends with video games, he knew friends with
computer games, but stuff like this? It was like something out of a science fiction book.

‘But...but...why do you have all this stuff?
‘OK, let me explain...can you keep a secret?”
‘“Well, yes...of coursel can'.

‘No, | mean really keep a secret, not just a ‘well yes maybe’ kind of secret. | mean a matter of life, and
perhaps... of death’.

Freddy gulped. He thought he’d just gone round for teato cheer up hismate. This had turned into
something quite different.

‘Erm...yes....definitely...no problem'.

‘OK, sit down’.

Freddy sat down as he was told.

“You seg, it'slike this', began Alex, ‘you’ ve probably heard that my father was...
The doorbell rang.

Freddy’ s nervousness at hearing the story he was about to be told contrasted with a certain relief that the
story was going to be interrupted. Alex went to the door.

‘Oh hi, Michael, | was expecting you. How'sthings?’
“Hi, just wondered if you guys wanted to go up the park for a kickaround?’
‘I won'’t thanks, got a few things to do, but | bet Freddy will come with you'.

‘Er, yes', said Freddy, looking at Alex, half-thinking that the story may now never be told. He picked
up his bag and headed for the door with Michael.

They walked out of the house, Freddy’ s head buzzing with the new information about his friend.

‘OK, see you tomorrow for the Derby game!’, he turned and called out to Alex.



But the door had already shut.

*kkk*
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Spring Holidays— Day 1

For the last match before the spring holidays, Mr Andrews had gathered them together early for some
pre-match training. The game was against Derby Road, and although there were no easy games any
more, this was one they felt they could win.

*kkk*x

‘Now, lads, we' ve got an hour before kick-off. We're going to start with some serious warming up.
Let’ s start by jogging slowly, once round the pitch.’

‘Easy for himto say’, muttered Clara, as they set off on alittle jog, ‘ he doesn’t have to run anywhere.
Lads, pah! Let’'sstart...pah!’

‘Come on,” said Freddy, jogging backwards at the head of histeam, ‘you know how important it isto
warm up properly...now, swing those arms'.

Eight young footballers swung their arms obediently (well, with only afew little grumbles), and
followed the lead of their captain. They completed their lap of the pitch and returned to Mr Andrews,
who was aso out of breath (because he aways was).

Suddenly Hardy, breathing heavily, picked up his water bottle, pointed it to the sky, and shouted,
‘Mr Andrews, look out, bandits, one o’ clock, coming out of the sun!’

Mr Andrews, whose distinguished service in the army was often overlooked, flung himself instinctively
to the ground, imagining enemy planes circling overhead.

‘Haha, April Fool!’ cried Hardy as Mr Andrews picked himself wearily up from the ground, his nose and
right cheek streaked with mud. Mr Andrews, although he looked a bit like an April fool, did not ook
like he appreciated the joke.

‘Do | look like I appreciated that joke?' he said.

‘No, sorry’, said Hardy, who immediately realised that the joke was not appropriate, and on top of Mr
Andrews s disgust when they played wearing red noses two weeks previously, was not sensible either.

‘Right, let’s get on with it’, said Mr Andrews, ‘ Michael here has been practicing some new routines.
Show them what you know, Michael’.
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They all knew what Michael could do. He had scored six goals already this season, but he had
contributed so much more to the team. Where Hardy and Alex were the muscles of the team, where
Freddy and Jaz were the brains, Michael was the beating heart, the inspiration, the provoker of most of
the good things they did.

Although he didn’t need the practice, he had obviously been busy. In his quiet way, he started to show
them some of his new routines.



‘So, for this one, you have the ball just behind your feet, then you kind of roll it up your left leg with
your right foot, then you chip it up over your head with your heel, and trap it the other side’.

His explanations clearly made sense to him, although the others had some trouble.
Freddy got it rolling up hisleg, but could not master the chip over the head.

Jaz sat down staring at his football, staring at Michael performing the trick, wondering how on earth it
could be done.

Hardy rolled the ball up hisleg with his hand, dragged it up over his left shoulder, then tried to trap it as
it fell. Instead he stood on the ball, and fell over.

Alex managed the trick once, stood with one foot on the ball, and stopped trying.

Wil was laughing so much at the idea of aball rolling up hisleg that he couldn’t do anything at al.
‘OK, now try thisone. It was on Match of the Day. Ronaldo did it.’

They watched again, as Michael dribbled the ball forward, did one stepover, did another stepover, then
stopped with the ball just by hisright foot. He dipped his shoulder asif to go to the left, but then
knocked the ball against his standing left leg. The ball, which seemed to be going left, in fact bounced
into space to hisright, and he set off on another run.

‘| saw that one, | saw it!" said Wil, before adding, ‘and I’ ve been trying it...” more quietly.

‘Go on then, let’ s see. It'sgreat for fooling defenders!’ said Michael.

WEell, this one was beyond al of them.

Predictably, Hardy could not work out which leg to stand on, and ended up standing on neither of them.
Alex tried once, dlipped, and did not try again. Wil was sure he had got it, but also ended up on the

floor. Freddy and Jaz didn’t try at al, but challenged Michael to go past them using one of the moves
he had shown them. Predictably, he did. Easily.
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Michael was also on top form during the game, scoring a hat-trick. He kept most of his skills hidden,
‘I’'m saving them for the big games’, he had said, but he still inspired the victory.
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At the end of the game, with a satisfactory three-nil scoreline, Mr Andrews again gathered the team
together.

Brian and Ron from the Springhurst Daily Press newspaper were on the sidelines as he spoke.
‘“Well played, guys, you gave a hundred percent, and we deserved the victory’, and then, nodding in the

direction of the reporters, he added, ‘you can write what you like gentlemen’, before turning quickly and
setting off across the field back to hiscar. The Lancaster Road players looked at their inspirational



coach with the usual mix of admiration and compl ete bemusement.

‘“Well, see you all tomorrow, then!”, said Hardy, looking at Freddy and Michael.
‘For what?’, said Wil, in hisusual state of high excitement.

‘Seepover, my place, tomorrow, wanna come?’

Without hesitation, Wil replied,

‘Sure do — see you then!”’

*kkkk*k

But Wil had never done a sleepover before.
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Spring Holidays— Day 2

‘Seepover, my place, tomorrow, wanna come?’

But Wil had never done a sleepover before.

—

The house creaked.

The house rattled.

The wind whistled.

The sleepover didn’t seem such agood idea after all.
Wil kept close to his brother.

‘Look it’sonly eight o' clock!” said Hardy, who was obviously used to late bedtimes, ‘right, we'll need
this, and this, and...erm...oh yeah, definitely this!’

“Why do we need a torch?’ asked Wil.
‘Oh, never mind about that’, replied Hardy, stuffing afew more things into alarge canvas rucksack.

They were in Hardy’ s bedroom on the third floor of Hardy’ s house. Hardy lived to the north of the
Springhurst playing fields right at the end of a quiet lane, in abig old house, surrounded by trees.

It's probably the wind whistling through the trees that is making the noise, thought Wil to himself,
trying not to worry about hisfirst ever sleepover. It definitely was a stormy night though, and in the
dusky gloom outside, he could see the branches of even quite big trees swaying in the wind.

Wil looked around the room.

Hardy’ s room, which was a huge space at the top of the house, clearly reflected his status as the world’s
most enthusiastic Chelseafan.

A massive poster of John Terry on one wall.
A massive poster of Hardy, in his Chelsea kit, next to it.

A smaller picture, but till big enough, of Hardy with John Terry, taken when he was the Chel sea mascot
at their Premiership-winning game in 2005.

A Chelseaduvet cover.
A Chelsea pillow-case cover.

A Chelsea mug on the table by the huge double bed.



‘Isthiswhere we're all going to sleep?” said Michael, looking at the bed.

Hardy, wearing Chelsea shirt, shorts, socks, and a pair of slippers with JoJose Mourinho’ s face on them,
grinned.

‘Ohno! We're not sleeping here. Just help me pack these last few things, and we'll go!’

The huge rucksack now contained four sleeping bags, food for the midnight feast, the torch, alength of
rope, and a penknife. Hardy continued packing.

‘Rope, check. Chelsea scarf, check. Balloons, check...
‘Balloons? Why balloons?’ said Freddy.

‘Keep enemies away,” Hardy replied, asif it were quite normal to encounter enemies at a sleepover,
‘can’'t betoo careful’.

Hardy finally seemed happy that everything was ready.
‘Shall we go then?’

‘Go where?’

‘Follow me'.
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They followed, with a brief glance round at each other behind Hardy’ s back, and a mutual shrugging of
shoulders asif to say, what is he doing?

None of them actually said anything. They formed aline behind Hardy, each of them clutching their
bags of dleepover-stuff, like pyjamas, toothbrushes, that sort of thing.

Hardy led them down through the house and out into the back garden.
Down the back garden.

Deep down.

Eight o' clock at night, early April.

It felt cold.

The wind was still blowing.

Wil shivered.

Still, they followed Hardy, staying close to him for imaginary warmth, and imagined security. And just
so that they could still see him in the darkness.



The trees around seemed to close in on Wil asthey walked. This couldn’t be just his garden, could it?
A tree nearby hissed as the wind went through it. Another one groaned. There was a crack from Wil’'s
left as a small branch was snapped off by nature’ s power. Wil stumbled slightly, as hisfoot tangled in
some bracken. He was relieved when he put his hands out and was prevented from falling by Freddy’s
strong shoulder.

‘Right, herewe are!” said Hardy, stopping beside alarge tree. Wil couldn’t see up far enough to tell
what kind of tree it was, but from the |eaves scattered over the ground, with their jagged edges, he took
it to be an oak tree.

‘We're...erm...staying here, are we?' said Freddy, looking up into the immense branches of the mighty
tree.

‘“Well, not quite here,’ replied Hardy, ‘that would be dangerous. We're staying up there. Now, whereis
that rope?’

Hardy pointed up into the gloom. In the branches, high up in the tree, perhaps ten, fifteen, twenty
metres above them.

A platform.

*kkkk*%k

Hardy flung the rope over a branch about five metres above their heads, shining the torch up to make
sure the rope was secure. He then tied the rucksack to one end of the rope, and tied the other end to a
smaller tree nearby.

‘Come on, you climb up this bit. Use the trunk for your feet and pull yourself up using the rope. Like
this.’

He' s done this before, thought Freddy, as Hardy hauled himself up the rope, amost walking up the trunk
of the tree before settling down on one of the massive lower branches.

“Your turn’, he called down. Michael was next.
‘I...I...1 don't think | candoit’, said Michael up to Hardy.
‘Just concentrate, you can do it. Hand over hand, foot over foot. You'll be up in no time!’

Freddy looked up at Hardy in admiration. Here he was, in complete control, doing something
dangerous, but totally fearless. Unlike the rest of them.

But they al did make it to the main branch. They sat there, breathing heavily. Hardy was chewing on
an apple. Smiling. Like he came there every night.

‘OK, now its just normal tree-climbing’.
The platform was a few metres above them, and it was true, it was quite an easy climb. Hardy got there

first and crawled expertly up onto the deck. Michael was next, followed by Freddy. Wil brought up the
rear.



Wil was still concerned. He was the youngest, and they had left him until last. His hands were cold, his
jeans clung to hislegsin the clammy April night. He hadn’t really wanted to come. He pulled himself
up over two big branches, making sure he had a solid foothold on each one before proceeding to the next
one. He could hear relieved laughter from above, and could see the light of the torch through the planks
which formed the base of the platform.

Just one more branch to get over, he thought to himself, just one more. He reached up, and could put
his hand on the top of the base. He could hear his brother,

‘It's OK, Wil, you're nearly there
But he wasn’t quite there. Not near enough.

He made one final reach and put both of his hands on the decking, pushing with hislegs so that he could
get his elbows high enough to lever himself over.

The wind whistled again.

The tree seemed to sway dlightly.

His hands were not quite secure on the deck.

As he pushed again, hisright foot slipped, just alittle on the wet branch below. Hetried to shift onto his
left foot to make up for the lost grip on hisright. But he shifted too much, and his left foothold was now

unbal anced.

Teetering, twenty metresin the air, left foot slipping inexorably off the branch, right foot waving
helplesdly in the thin air, hands sliding from the greasy wood of the decking.

Wil had heard of peoples' livesflashing in front of them.

Which is exactly what happened now, as he slipped down, down, down, into the deep, dark, night.

*kkk*x
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Spring Holidays— Day 3
Wil had heard of peoples’ lives flashing in front of them.

Which is exactly what happened now, as he slipped down, down, down, into the deep, dark, night.
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Freddy heard the piercing scream, and time seemed to stand still. Like in amovie, the scream from Wil
below them started loud then faded gradually as he slipped down towards the ground. Although the
distance was only afew metres, and the time was probably less than a second, the whole incident
seemed to take minutes, hours, even days.

Hardy laughed, as Freddy raced over to the edge of the platform and squinted into the darkness below.
‘“What, you're laughing? Whereishe?

There was atemporary silence as Freddy continued to look down. Hardy just sat back nodding
conspiratorially at Michael on the deck.

Then Freddy heard laughing from below.
“Wil, you OK? What happened? Are you hurt’

‘I'mfine. Don't worry, there’'sa net’. Wil’svoice, which seconds ago had sounded as scared and as
desperate as it ever had, was now calm, light, and in control. ‘1 wish you'd told me!’” added Wil looking
up through the gloom at the dimly lit platform.

‘I’ll come and get you, it isa bit dippery’, said Hardy, who strolled casually to the edge of the platform
and then, equally casually, jumped off it, into the darkness. Freddy’s heart gave another minor flutter
until he remembered the nets below.

Hardy helped to push Wil from below, up from the springy net strung between the lower branches, onto
the main boughs, and up onto the deck. He followed effortlessly up so that the four of them were now
gathered on the platform, the torch vaguely illuminating each of their faces against the dark of the tree
they were in, and the imposing shadows of the other trees around.

Wil was pleased to be up there finally, but still apprehensive about the night ahead. Thiswas not the
‘hot chocolate and aDV D’ sort of sleepover he had imagined.
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‘Whoah! Phew! Wow!" was all he could really say.

‘That was a close one. | can feel my heart going boompety-boompety-boonr. Wil put his hand to his
chest and held it there firmly. It seemed to help to slow down his heartbeat.

‘Boompety-boom? My heart goes thumpety-thump!” said Hardy, feeling his own chest, then crawling
over to Wil, ‘let’slisten’.



“You'reright. It isgoing boompety-boonT, said Hardy, apparently surprised by this.
‘“Well mine' s going da-bah-da-bah...oosh, da-bah-da-bah...oosh...”, said Freddy.

‘Erm, mine’s not beating at all...I don’t think’, said Michael, his small face wrinkling up in concern
through the shadows. He clutched his hand close to his chest and felt around.

“Well, we all know you’ re pretty cool, but you can’'t be cool and heartless’, said Hardy, inexplicably
laughing at what he thought was a great joke. He went over and put his ear to Michagl’ s chest.

“You're holding the wrong side! When | said ‘left’ | meant on your left as you look down your nose
towards your chest, not |eft as someone else looks at you!”

‘Oh, | se€’, said Michael, not really seeing the point.
‘Pootely-poo...pootely-poo...pootely-poo!” sang Hardy as he listened to Michael’ s chest.
‘No way!" protested Michael, ‘ my heart doesn’t go pootely-poo’.

‘Does too, pootely-poo!” sang Hardy again.

‘Come on, if we're sleeping here, we' d better get sorted out’, said Freddy, changing the subject.

*kkk*

The tree-house had some protection from the weather, with a canvas tarpaulin stretched tautly between
some of the upper branches. It also had walls on three sides, but that |eft one side open to the elements,
and there were |ots of gaps where the rain and wind could get through.

They settled down on the hard boards, cushioned slightly by the sleeping bags Hardy had brought.
Arranged in a star-shape, heads to the middle, Hardy brought out the provisions he had packed.

‘Scotch egg, anyone?’ he said, offering round four brown round things, looking a bit like cricket balls,
but vaguely egg-shaped.

‘Er, no thanks', was the general reply.

‘Egg sandwich? | made them myself!” he offered, unwrapping from their cling film four rather grey
looking sandwiches.

‘Er, no thanks', came the reply again.
‘How about some cold omel ette?

‘Do you have anything without eggsinit’, said Freddy, sort of politely, although his stomach was
making some strange churning noises.

‘Oh comeon!’ yelled Hardy, ‘it is Easter, after all!’



‘Yes', said Michael quietly, ‘but that doesn’t mean we need eggs in everything’.
‘Eggsactly!” said Wil, ‘I b-egg you, Hardy, no more eggs!’

‘Eggxellent! Finethen!” said Hardy impatiently.

‘Can’t we just have some r-eggular food?’ said Freddy.

‘“Well, I’m getting m-egga egg-xasperated!’ said Michael.

‘So, you won't be r-eggquiring any of this, then? said Hardy with a superior smile, pulling out four
huge Easter eggs from his bag.

‘“Wow! Thanks!’

They gorged themselves on Easter eggs. They talked rubbish. They listened to the wind and the rain
slapping at the tree-house. They talked some more. Michael stopped talking. Freddy stopped talking.
Wil carried on talking for abit. Then silence. Then a sleepy voice from Hardy’ s sleeping bag.

‘Just sleep, will’ya, it's Easter tomorrow!’

That’s easier said than done, thought Wil. Clothes dightly damp from the walk through the
undergrowth, bones slightly aching, floor slightly hard, the whistling wind, and a stomach more than
dightly full of chocolate. These were not the best conditions for a good night’s sleep.

But worse, far worse, was to come.

Drifting into a half sleep, only partly aware of the place and time, Wil slowly realised that all was not
right. He mentally checked. Arms, OK. Legs, OK. Toes, wiggle them, OK. Face? Face?

| said, FACE?
N...N...Not OK!

Something hairy, crawling across...!

*kkkk*%k
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Spring Holidays— Day 4
N...N...Not OK!

Something hairy, crawling across his face.. !

*kkk*x

Wil screamed again, scrabbling madly with his hands at his face and neck. The thing, whatever it was,
had gone, but it was pitch dark. He didn’t know where it was in the darkness. He didn’t really know
where he was in the darkness.

There was the sound of frantic unzipping of sleeping bags.

Consternation of three half-asleep boys.

There was alow rumbling sound from the fourth sleeping bag.

‘Areyou OK? Isthat someone laughing?' It was difficult to make out who was talking. But the low
rumbling was definitely there.

‘Isthat Hardy laughing? Oh, not him again!’
‘| g woff joft a nickoo choke’, said the sleeping bag indistinctly.

The torch came on. Hardy emerged from sleeping bag number four, clutching a piece of string, to which
was tied a small piece of material.

‘| said, it wasjust a little joke!” he said, more distinctly this time.

‘No, no, NO!" said Freddy, who had not even been the butt of the joke, ‘it is not funny, and you know
Wil is scared of this place anyway. Come on lads, let’'sgo!’.

Wil and Freddy started rolling up the sleeping bags in the half-light. The torch went off.
‘Come on, that’s one joke too far, put the light on, we're leaving'.

‘Please don’t go’, said Hardy quietly, ‘I didn’t want to scare him, really. | want you guys to stay here
with me. It's my favourite place in the whole world’.

Freddy looked around him. Damp, dark, and probably dangerous? Wil, worried out of hiswits?
Shadows silhouetted against the shrouded sky? It really didn’t seem a very nice place at that moment.
But then again, four friends having fun in the fog? Midnight madnessin the mighty oak? Hardy, happy
and horrible at the same time? Maybe they should stay.

‘OK, we'll stay, but definitely no more tricks, right?’



‘Right’, said Hardy.
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The night passed quietly enough, despite the sounds of nature all around them.
In the morning, they compared notes.

Hardy was up first, packing his stuff into the rucksack, unaffected by the hard boards they had been
sleeping on.

‘OK, let’s go and get some breakfast! | think the others are coming over aswell’.
Wil stretched awkwardly as he got up, realising that he must have slept in an bad position.
‘Did you hear that howling? he said, asif it was quite a natural thing.

‘Don’t worry’, said Hardy, wisely not trying any more winding up, ‘it was probably a fox, but they
couldn’t possibly get up here, and anyway, they wouldn’t be interested in humans'.

‘“Well, I’'m glad about that!” said Michael, ‘ but what’ s that noise now?’

They listened for afew seconds. There was an unmistakeable howling sound coming from the garden.
Wil again crept closer to Freddy.

‘That, my friends, is Clara!’ said Hardy, and sure enough, way down below they could see their star
defender waving her arms, howling alittle bit, and calling them in for breakfast. They packed up and got
ready to leave.

“You can go the way we came if you like, just jump into the net, then climb down the branches. I'm
going thisway’, and with that Hardy leapt over the low wall on the far side of the deck, grabbing at a
stout rope which was hanging about a metre away. Asthey watched they could see the rope was knotted
at various points, and Hardy was down on the ground in about thirty seconds.

‘I’m going that way too’, said Michael, who proved to be an expert tree-climber and descender. Freddy
and Wil jumped into the net and took the longer route.
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When they got into the house, Hardy’ s mother had been hard at work, preparing a cooked breakfast for
them.

The only problem was that she had obviously forgotten what she was doing in the middle of cooking,
and gone off somewhere. The food, when they got it to the table, left alot to be desired. Freddy tried to

remain polite.

‘Erm, Hardy, what isthis?’ he said, pointing down to a mass of greyish, yellowish stuff on hisplate. It
looked like it was about to move at any moment.

‘Scrambled egg, lovely!” said Hardy with a muffled grin, stuffing his face with the stuff.



‘And THIS?' said Clara, holding up asmall strip of black stuff between her fingers.

‘Mmmmm, bacon!’ replied Hardy with his mouth full, which didn’t stop him breaking a piece of the
black stuff off in his mouth.

‘Hey! What'sthat? Look out!’ said Michael, pointing at plumes of smoke emerging from one corner of
the room.

‘Oh great! Toast’sready!’ replied Hardy, walking casually over to the toaster, wafting smoke out of his
eyes as he struggled to identify where the toast actually was.

‘I'll stick with bread and jam, thanks', said Michael, sticking his knife into the pot of strawberry jam,
then trying vainly to get it out again.

But they did manage to eat something, and the night had not been so bad. And now they had time for
some serious shoot-out card swapping.
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‘I’ve just completed Liverpool, AT LAST!" said Wil, ‘and they were brilliant last week! If they play like
that tomorrow, they’ll go through, and we can see themin Athens!’

‘It's only the semi-final, they’ re not through yet, and we don’t know we're going to Athens', said Jaz
wearily.

‘“Well, I’ ve completed the whole folder’, said Michael proudly, reaching across the table for his own
folder, ‘All the five star shinies, all the teams, all the updates'.

‘Wow', said Wil in admiration, ‘let’s have a look, then'.

*kkk*x

There was asmall pause, as Michael |eafed through hisfolder. Gradually alook of complete horror
came over hisface. He spoke louder than they had ever heard him before.

‘NO! ALL MY FIVE STAR SHINIES ARE MISSINGY!’

*kkk*%
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There was a small pause, as Michael leafed through hisfolder. Gradually a look of complete horror
came over hisface. He spoke louder than they had ever heard him before.

‘NO! ALL MY FIVE STAR SHINIESARE MISSING!”’
They spent most of Wednesday morning searching for the cards.

Wil and Michael 1ooked through the folder several times, to see whether the cards had been misplaced
somewhere, or if someone had moved them from the correct dots, but they had not found anything.

Hardy had searched around the sitting-room where Michael had left the folder, before they had gone to
the tree-house for the sleepover.

Clara had searched her own half-empty folder, and had gone out with Freddy and climbed back up to the
tree-house, to seeif there were any cluesthere. Then, she and Freddy had gone back to his house to pick
up his Super Sleuth Detective Kit.

He was determined to get to the bottom of this mystery.

*kkk*

“You’ ve got to help me’ he said to Clara when they got back to Hardy’ s house, ‘we need to talk to all the
possible suspects'.

‘OK’, said Clara, *sounds like fun. Do you want me to apply, you know, any pressure to the suspects?’

‘Er, no thanks, that won't be necessary. |I’ve got my kit here, so thefirst thing we need to do is to ook
at the evidence'.

Freddy took the folder and studied the gaps where the missing cards should be. He took out his
magnifying glass and carefully ran his eye over the transparent sheet that formed the card holder.

‘Hmmm...” he said in a Sherlock Holmes sort of way, ‘very interesting’.
‘Have you found something?’ said Clara excitedly, ‘let me see, goon...’

“Wait, if you want to be my assistant, you need to help, and we must not rush this. But thereis
something there, a smudge or something. Hand me that powder over there'.

Clarareached over and passed Freddy the fingerprint dusting powder from the kit. He gingerly
unscrewed the top from the bottle and gently tapped the base, watching the fine grey powder cover the
plastic. He carefully lifted the folder and tapped it gently so that most of the powder fell off again.

In three areas there was a clear fingerprint pattern. Most of the prints were around Michael Carrick and
Wayne Rooney on the Man United page. The culprit had definitely been watching the 7-1 destruction of



Roma the previous night.
‘Right, let’s get the suspectsin’, said Freddy, ‘start with Wil please’.

*kkk*x

Whilst Clarawent out to get Wil, Freddy set up two chairs either side of the small table, and switched on
asmall wall-lamp. He turned off the main lights so that the table was dimly lit by the weak bulb.

‘Hey, let go of me!” protested Wil, as Clara shoved him into the room, ‘I didn’'t steal anything!’
‘“WE |l see about that, won’t we?’ said Clara, pushing Wil down onto the chair.

‘Press here, then here', she said, jabbing Wil’ s fingers first onto an ink pad, then onto a sheet of bright
white paper, at the top of which she had written,

PRISONER NUMBER 1 -WILL - FINGERPRINTS

Sheistaking thisa bit serioudly, isn't she? thought Freddy as he watched Clara warming to her task of
assistant investigator. He turned to Wil, sitting opposite him,

“Your name, please?’

‘Oh for goodness...!"

‘JUST answer the question!” said Clara, before Wil could object any further.
‘I'mWil, and | didn’t steal any cards?

“Where were you on the night of the 9th April?’ started Freddy formally.
“You know where | was, | was up a tree with you'.

‘Please just answer the question’.

‘| was up a tree, with you and Hardy and Michael. | didn’'t sleep at all that night, and | didn’t see
anything. When we returned at 08.00 hours in the morning, the cards had gone.’

‘But your fingerprints are all over thisfolder’, said Freddy, studying the intricate patterns on the folder
and comparing them with the patterns just taken from Prisoner Number 1.

‘So? Maybe | had a look at his cards sometime, so did you probably’, said Wil.

‘OK, thank you. You arefreetoleave’. Clarastepped back, glaring at Wil as he left. She sat down in
the chair he had just vacated.

*kkk*

‘Definitely guilty!” she said.



‘“What makes you say that?’

‘Ah, you can tell by the look on hisface. Fingerprints everywhere. Guilty assin! Just wantsto hide the
fact he wanted those special cards.’

‘That’s not what | think. Can you get the next suspect please’.

*kkk*x

There was a pushing and shoving at the doorway as Claratried to get Hardy to come forward. He was
having none of it.

‘Get on with it, or we'll definitely think it was you!” cried Clara, again applying her perverse logic to the
criminal investigation. Hardy sat down and was fingerprinted. Freddy looked over his notes with his
magnifying glass, then looked up slowly at Hardy.

‘| put it to you, Hardy, that you left the tree-house during the night to take the missing cards and to
insert theminto your own folder. So the crime occurred between the hours of 9.00 pm and 7.00 am,
when the rest of uswere asleep. Your motive was to build up your own collection, and you knew that the
rest of us would not dare to come down from the tree in the dark, therefore you could not be

detected’. Freddy was really getting the hang of this detective thing, * how do you plead?

‘Definitely, one hundred percent, without a doubt, two hundred percent, NOT GUILTY!" said Hardy.
‘“Hmmm, | see, let me have a look at these prints here'.

Freddy looked hard at the fingerprints taken from Hardy and tried to match them to the three dusty
marks on the folder. He stood up and walked around the gloomy room, thinking. Clara, meanwhile,
was rubbing her hands together, moving urgently from foot to foot, apparently eager to get her hands on
the culprit. Suddenly Freddy half-shouted,

‘Aha!l Do you have a pair of gloves?

‘Eh?" said Hardy.

‘A pair of gloves? | put it to you that you were wearing gloves when you committed the crime, as your
fingerprints do not match those on the folder!”’

‘Ha! Got you now!” said Clarafrom the corner. Unhelpfully.

‘I can never find my gloves, if you want to know the truth, * said Hardy miserably, ‘well actually, | can
always find one, but never a pair. | had this one on for a while whilst we were tree-climbing’.

‘AHA! So, Clara come here please’, said Freddy dramatically.
Clara approached, convinced they had got their man.
‘Place one hand behind your back, and then try to remove a card from the folder’.

Claradid as she wastold, and removed a card, one-handed, without much difficulty.



‘That provesit. You, Hardy, are a major suspect. You may go now, but do not speak to anyone about
thismatter.” Hardy trudged forlornly out of the room.

‘OK, we're nearly there. Bring out the prisoner Michael!’

*kkkk*%k

Can you work out whodunnit? Discuss with other readers on the website in the comments section at the
bottom of the story page!
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Audio only 13th April 2007
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Semi-FinalsWeek —Day 1
It was presentation time, after the match against Wanderers.

The Lancaster Road players were sitting in the warm April sunshine. Mr Andrews walked down the
group of players, making sure they were quiet and in astraight line.

On their right was the team they had just played, the Wanderers. The Wanderers often referred to
themselves as * The Mighty Wanderers', and indeed they had that name printed onto their shirts,
alongside the name of their sponsors, aloca Springhurst travel agency.

‘O, get off!” said one of the Wanderers players as his friend Barry tugged at his hair from behind. Mr
Andrews, and the Wanderers coach, glared at him. Hejust pulled harder. Barry waswell known to the
Lancaster Road players, being one of the dirtiest playersin the league, and aso being the notorious one
they called ‘Barry Bully’ at school. The one who seemed to always be bugging someone. Always.
Every minute of every day.

‘Owww!’ cried one of the Derby Road players from one of the lines of players further away from them.
‘Shut up!” screamed their coach.

‘Hee-heee!’ cackled one of the girls from the Hags United team.

‘Cackle cackle!” went their coach.

The Butterfield team were the last to join the presentation party. Their coach had been giving them a
last-minute post-match pre-training full-on tactical talk. They sauntered gloomily to their place and sat
downinarow. Wil turned to Freddy, and was about to say something when he saw Mr Andrews till
glaring at them. He decided not to speak.

The league organiser called for quiet.

‘QUIETTTT!" he screamed noisily. Everyone shut up.

‘One brief announcement...” he continued, ‘ next week is the last game of the season...’
‘Yessss!” said several players from among the teams.
‘QUIIII-EEEEE-TTTT!" he shrieked at the top of hisvoice. Several players covered their ears.

‘...next week is the last game of the season. | am pleased to say that there is a magnificent prize for the
winners of the league...’

Everyone, in every team, went completely silent. Even the parents, standing idly chatting in the
sunshine, went silent.

‘...yes, the prize, as announced a few weeks ago, for the winning team, is a trip to the Champions League
final itself.’



‘Yessss!I’ went everyone, in every team.

“Woo-hoo!” went all the parents.

‘QUUUIIII-EEEEEEEE-TTTTTTT!" bawled the League Organiser.

‘...now as you know, there are only two teams that can possibly win the league from here.’

Players from five teams looked down at the ground disconsolately. Players from Butterfield and
Lancaster Road looked at each other triumphantly.

The League Organiser looked at everyone, threateningly, and then said,
‘OK, managers, over to you. Let’s start with Wanderers'.

*kkkk*k

‘“Well, yes, er, erm...thanks to Lancaster Road for a great game today. You really have got some great
playersthere.. little lad on the wing...what was his name again, was it Michael...yes, you' ve got a good
future, son, well played. To my lads, you gave everything, well done, couldn’t quite get the equaliser.
But today, my player of the day award goesto...Fred.’

There were murmurs of appreciation from the crowd. A lone high voice whooped ‘ Yo Freddy!”.
Presumably Fred’s Mum.

‘OK, let’s move on to Lancaster Road. And keep it brief please managers .
Mr Andrews took a deep breath, drew his shoulders back, and cleared his throat.

‘I would like to start by thanking my opposite number from Wanderers, for a thoroughly entertaining
and hard-fought game’. He turned to the Wanderers coach,

‘Thank you for a thoroughly entertaining and hard-fought game’, he said. The Wanderers coach smiled
and nodded.

‘..and well played you Wanderers players'.

A few of them smiled. Knowing smilesfrom afew Wanderers parents noted the compliment.

Turning to his own team, Mr Andrews continued,

‘Lancaster Road, once again you have proved your ability, your class, and your pedigree at thislevel.
You have passed, headed and kicked your way to victory. | salute you. (hesaluted). | must mention one
or two playersin particular. Ingoal, Hardy, you were magnificent today, | couldn’t believe the save
you made in the second half was possible...congratulations. In defence, Clara, my dear, your tenacity
and strength was of the highest order...

The League Organiser looked at hiswatch. Mr Andrews continued,

‘...and Freddy, not only did you fulfil your defensive duties, but your organisation of your team was just



top class!’

Freddy smiled at the comment, but looked with concern at the L eague Organiser, who seemed to be
moving from foot to foot in some consternation.

“..Wil and Jazin midfield, let me deal with you together...” continued Mr Andrews as the crowd of
parents started murmuring amongst themselves,

‘...you both had a huge part to play in this victory, which leaves us on the verge of the Champions
League...

The League Organiser coughed loudly.

‘...and my strikers, Alex, you were superb, and ladies and gentlemen...” Mr Andrews looked across at
the assembled crowd, most of whom were talking to each other, playing keepy-uppy with their infants,
or starting to walk away.

‘...Ladies and Gentlemen, I’d like to tell you about...’

‘Please...!” said the League Organiser, ‘we have to move on!” There was aripple of applause from the
parents.

‘Alright, let me just say that at training this week our striker Michael here showed some incredible
tricks and today, in the pressure of a game situation, repeated them, scored two goals, and laid on the
other two for Alex. Now, let metell you a little bit about Michael ...

‘NO!" yelled the L eague Organiser moving threateningly towards the still-talking Mr Andrews,
‘Er...OK....OK...my man of the match this week is our substitute JoJo!’

A confused JoJo made her way up to collect the trophy. The rest of the team smiled knowingly at Mr
Andrews's continuing, unpredictable, yet vaguely charming behaviour.
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Asthey made their way across the field to the car park, Wil saw his mother talking to another lady.
There was much nodding of heads, and both ladies were writing something in their diaries. Wil
overhead a bit of the conversation.

‘Yes, OK, tomorrow then, I’ll drop him off. Thanksdarling! Bye!’

Wil looked at his mother, and then at her departing friend. Hisjaw dropped. His heart missed a beat.
His eyeswidened. His brain throbbed. Hisnose sniffed and his liver did whatever livers do when they
are amazed and frightened. ‘What was that about Mum?' said Wil suspiciously.

‘Oh nothing really, I’ ve just invited Barry round for tea tomorrow’
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‘Oh nothing really, I’ ve just invited Barry round for tea tomorrow’

—

‘Ding dong!’

The doorbell rung loud and long in Wil’ s ears.

‘Seeyal’, said Freddy, ‘I'moff!’.

‘Yeh...bye..’ said Wil miserably. Freddy disappeared out of the back door.

‘Ding dong!” went the bell again. Wil dragged himself over to the door to answer it.
No-one there. Helooked around. He closed the door. He went back into the room.
‘Ding dong!” went the bell again.

Wil opened the door again. Barry’s mum was standing there, with a grinning, gurning child just behind
her.

‘Oh hello, Wil dear, Barry |Slooking forward to this afternoon, aren’t you Barry darling?
Barry peered out from behind his mother and grinned again.

‘Now do be good, dear, I' [l come to pick you up at six. Remember it’syour karate lesson this evening.
Bye!’

Karate lesson! thought Wil, that’sall | need. Not only the meanest dude in the entire universe, but now
one that istrained in advanced martial arts. For three whole hours. Oh no!

He looked miserably down as Barry marched through the door and started to check out the house.
‘“What’ ve you got then?” demanded Barry, looking disdainfully around the room.

‘Not much, what do you wanna do?" replied Wil, trying to sound tough and cool at the same time, ‘you
want to play footbal?’

‘I DON'T play football!” replied Barry to Wil’ s surprise, ‘football is for losers and boozers, forget it!’
‘Right...” said Wil, ‘how about cricket?’

‘| DON'T play cricket, cricket isfor dropouts, washouts, and layabouts, forget it!’

“Hmmm, do you like board games?’

‘BORED! That’sjust what they make me. That’s why they're called BORED GAMES. Only for



cissies, prissiesand little missies!’
‘Oh, well, I like Monopoly...” ventured Wil.

‘Monopoly? MONOPOLY? A game played with old boots, a hat and a silly little car? No THANKS
Only for mugs, bugs, slugs and thugs!’

‘“Well, you should know..."” whispered Wil under his bresth.

‘“What did you say?’ Barry said threateningly.

By thistime, Wil was thinking that there was nothing at all that would please or entertain Barry. Wil
was almost past caring about the afternoon, when he remembered what Barry’s Mum had said. With a
deep breath, he said to Barry,

‘Shall we do some karate?'

‘YessssI’ said Barry finaly, ‘but | warn you, mate, I'mbrilliant at karate, actually, don’t tell anyone,
but I'm licenced to kill...I"

Wil gulped a couple of times, then looked across at Barry, who was rolling up his sleeves and standing
with his hands splayed out in front of him, karate-style. Wil gulped again, and took a step backwards.

‘HIT-AAAAGHH!" screamed Barry, running a couple of steps before launching himself into the air, his
right foot pointed and aiming straight at Wil’ s throat.

‘AAAARGGGGGHHHH!" screamed Barry, as Wil dodged to one side, grabbed Barry’ s outstretched
foot as it passed by him, and helped Barry fly into the leaves of the pot plant in the corner. Barry came
to rest tangled up in the foliage, with his head embraced by the leaves and branches. He sat there for
several minutes, panting pathetically.

The doorbell rang again. Wil looked pitifully at Barry before going down to answer it.

He was relieved to see Michael at the door, clutching a small package.

‘Hiya, comein, great to see you!’

Michael stepped in quickly through the doorway.

‘I recorded the semi-final last night, d’ you want to watch it?’

‘Yeh, great...” said Wil, before adding, ‘...er...I’ve got Barry upstairs...’

‘Oh sorry... said Michael quickly, turning for the door, ‘1’ ve had enough of him at school’.
‘No, it's OK, I"ve got him sort of trapped’
“You' ve trapped Barry?’

‘Well, he' stangled up in a Russian Vin€



‘OK, this| have to see!” said Michael, coming back into the house.
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They went back upstairs to find Barry dusting himself off having extracted himself from the vine's
clutches.

‘That’sthelast time | come here!l” he said.
‘Fineby me,” said Wil, ‘now just sit down, shut up, eat that, and watch this!’

Wil handed Barry a plate of sandwiches that his mother had prepared downstairs. Barry sat on achair
and launched into a sandwich.

‘Urghhh! Marmite!” heyelled.

‘Shut UP!” yelled Michael and Wil together. Barry chomped miserably and watched as the Manchester
United v Milan match came on the screen.

‘Look, look now...” said Michael excitedly as Cristiano Ronaldo bundled in United’ sfirst goal.
‘And this.. thisisbrilliant! Wayne Rooney latched on to Scholes' precise pass.

They watched until the ninety minutes was up.

‘Well, that’sit, full time...” said Wil as Ryan Giggs set off on another run.

‘“Wait for it...” said Michael, as Giggs turned inside and slipped the ball to Rooney, who instantly fired it
past asurprised Didain the Milan goal. Michael and Wil hugged each other in the excitement.

Asthe match ended, Wil turned to Michad,

‘OK, if you know so much about football, what’ s the score going to be in the other semi-final tonight?
Chelsea-Liverpool ?

Michael scratched his chin. Michael scratched his head. Michael scratched the underside of hisfoot.
Michael jumped in the air whilst scratching his left ear. Michael scratched both knees at the same time.

After ashort while, he said,
‘Chelsea at home? Stamford Bridge? Definitely 2-1 to Chelsea. Vital away goal to Liverpool.’
‘We'll see!” said Wil.

*kkkk*%k
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Semi-FinalsWeek —Day 3
‘Chelsea at home? Stamford Bridge? Definitely 2-1 to Chelsea. Vital away goal to Liverpool.’
‘We'll seel” said Wil.
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Michael always seemed to be right, so Wil and Freddy were surprised to be able to tease him about
being wrong. They were gathered on Thursday afternoon for avital training session before their own
big match on Saturday.

‘No | wasright actually’, Michael said, clearly ignoring the facts.

“How could you possibly be right, you said one-nil!” squeaked Wil.

‘| was talking about goal difference, you see, you wouldn’t understand...” replied Michael.

“You said two-one and an away goal to Liverpool. You werewrong!” Wil started a chorus of ‘ Michael
got it wrong, ner, ner, na-ner, ner’ until Freddy kicked him.

‘Ow, what was that for?’
A mischievous smile came over Michagl’ s facial features.

‘OK, | waswrong, but if Reina hadn’t made that save from Lampard, and Cech hadn’t tipped that
Gerrard shot round the post, | would have been right!’

‘Yeh, yeh, yeh.. . whatever’ said Wil. Michael started juggling afootball with his feet, and talking at the
sametime.

‘But what a game!  D’you think it was a penalty, Mourinho said it was?
Jaz was listening to the conversation as they warmed up.

‘No way! And did you see Mourinho afterwards as they showed him the replay? He always thinks
someone’ s out to get him!’

‘OK, everyone, gather round please!” said Coach Azalea, bringing his young team around him. He had
clearly been watching the match as well.

‘Now, Butterfield on Saturday, lads and lass. A good team. And a good manager, although they always
seem get the best of the refereeing decisions.’

He really has been watching too much football, thought Freddy. Mr Andrews continued,
‘Now, Baz here...

‘Er...Jaz, said Jaz.



‘Yes, sorry, Naz here has been looking at the league statistics, haven't you, Maz?’

Jaz threw up his armsin mock resignation at Mr Andrews sinability to get his name right, but he
carried on, standing by aboard Mr Andrews had put up at the side of the pitch.

‘Yes, so, the Butterfield game. It'sa must win game for us. At the moment, as you know, we have
played 11, lost 1, drawn 1, won 9. I’ ve calculated the win percentage which comesin at 82%, and our
goal differenceis currently 21, resulting from our for/against ratio of 3.33. That’s an average of 2.73
goals per game.’

“How can you score 2.73 goals? moaned Hardy after Jaz had finished his statistical marathon.

‘“What are you talking about?’ said Wil.

‘“What he'strying to say,” said Freddy patiently, ‘is that we’ve done well, but that it all comes down to
the last match’.

‘And over the last ten years, only 4.7% of teams who have lost their first game have gone on to win the
league’, added Jaz unnecessarily.

‘Yes, OK, but what do we haveto do?" said Hardy in his straight-talking way.
‘“Well, Butterfield have a much better goal difference than us, and we're on the same points'.

‘“Well, that makes it simple, doesn’t it?" said Freddy, ‘we just have to win the game tomorrow. A draw
is not good enough’.

‘You got it!" said Jaz.

‘Right, OK then’ said Hardy.
‘Right, we can doit!’ chirped Wil.
‘No problem’ said Alex.
‘Hmmm...” said Clara
‘Oohlalal” said JoJo.

Michael said nothing, but flicked the ball at his feet onto his knee, where it remained perched for a
moment before he volleyed it into the goal some fifteen metres away.

‘Let’'swin it for Bally!” said Mr Andrews.
Everyone giggled a bit.
‘No, | meanit, said Mr Andrews firmly, ‘ yesterday saw the passing of one of the great England

players, a man who was a star of England’ s only World Cup win in the glorious summer of 1966. So let
us stand here for a moment and remember the genius of Alan Ball. Show your appreciation please’.



Mr Andrews started clapping slowly to himself. Freddy beckoned to the othersto joinin. A strange
sight perhaps, nine people clapping to themselvesin the middle of afootball pitch, but their own tribute
to agreat player from the past.
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Mr Andrews started drawing markings onto his board, which had some basic football pitch lines marked
onit.

‘Did you see the ground Cole made up to score last night?” he said, scrawling an arrow from the half-
way lineindicating JoJo Col€ s amazing run into the box from his own half.

‘He could see Drogba here (he drew another scrawl heading down the right wing) and knew that there
was a good chance of the cross coming over here (he drew alarge circle on the penalty spot) or

here (he drew acircle on the six-metreline) or even here (hedrew acirclein row Z of the crowd), but
what in fact happened was the ball came from here, to here, over there and then to here...

By this time the diagram looked like a bad day at Spaghetti Junction, but the point was well made,
‘...you are playing for each other, you have to look for space, you have to anticipate what each other is
going to do. Freddy | expect you to play the JoJo Colerole, and Michael, you will be playing down the
right wing today, supplying the crosses like Drogba and Robben do for Chelsea.’

The two players swelled with pride at the comparisons, and listened whilst Mr Andrews set out his other
plans for the rest of the team. He finished with one of his rousing speeches, topped off with aflourish,

‘...and then, my friends, you can call yourself Champions, and take your places at the Champions
League final on May 23rd!’

‘It'll be Chelsea v Milan’, whispered Michadl, ‘I'msure of it!’

*kkk*%
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‘...and then, my friends, you can call yourself Champions, and take your places at the Champions
League final on May 23rd!’

‘It'll be Chelsea v Milan’, whispered Michael, ‘I'msure of it!’
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It was Sunday morning, the day after the Butterfield game. Tired and emotional, the entire Lancaster
Road squad had gathered early at Hardy’ s house to have breakfast, and to catch the reply of Match of
the Day. The old house smelt of breakfast, and cooking sounds were coming from some far-off corner.
In front of the TV the team were arranged almost according to their positions.

Hardy and JoJo were standing behind the big leather sofa where most of the others were arranged.
Freddy and Jaz were sitting on the sofa.

Claraand Wil were perching, one on each arm.

Alex was standing to one side, looking at his watch.

Michael, abundle of nervous energy, was walking from one side of the room to the other, one moment
deep in thought, the next replaying in his head some great move or another, the next moment standing
transfixed by the TV.

It was getting towards nine 0’ clock. The show was coming to an end.
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‘“Well, a good win for West Ham, there, Gents', said Gary Lineker, turning to the two Alans.

‘ Absolutely shocking defending by Wigan there, Gary. They' re now in total freefall, aren’t
they Alan?’ Alan Hansen turned to Alan Shearer.

‘“Well, yes, West Ham did really well, though. | particularly like the boy Harewood who made a big
difference when he came on for Zamora. He' son fire at the moment’.

‘“Well thanks gentlemen,” said Gary smoothly, ‘but before we go, a very special new item where we
feature a game from one of the lower divisions. Yesterday, our cameras were at the top-of-the-table
clash between Lancaster Road and Butterfield FC in the Springhurst Youth League. We pick up the
action mid-way through thefirst half. The commentator is Jacquie Oatley’.
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‘Agirl! Commentating! WHAT!" said Hardy.

Claradidn’t actually have to speak. She stood up and glared back at Hardy, who shrunk back as she
looked like she was about to hit him.



‘Sorry, sorry’, he said, before quickly adding, ‘she’svery good really’. Clarasat down, still glaring.

The picture switched from the JJB stadium and the studio to Springhurst park. Jacqui€’ s voice was
describing the action.
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‘Thank you Gary, and welcome to Soringhurst Park for thefirst time. And hereis Freddy now, the
United captain, moving smoothly out of defence. Look at the boy go...he finds Michael in
midfield...characteristic run from himthere, very elegant, close control...he finds Jaz who plays a first
time ball across the pitch to Alex. Inside to Wil steaming up from deep...his crossfinds Clara....no!....just
too long once again. Neither team quitefinding itsrange. So far an edgy affair...perhaps not surprising
considering what is at stake...

Thistime it is Butterfield on the attack, a long ball forward...oh!...great defensive header from
Jaz...returned that attack with interest...but here they come again...that’s a good ball into the area...out
comes the goalkeeper ...OH!....that was a clumsy challenge...he goes down. The goalkeeper Hardy is
hardly daring to look at the referee. ..

...but he'swaved play on...actually he is having a word with the Butterfield player there...it might be
about diving...a lucky escape for someone | think...
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At half-time, the cameras switched back to the studio.
‘“Well, gents, thisone istoo closeto call, isn't it?’

‘ Absolutely shocking defending at the end of the first half there. Butterfield are lucky to go in level,
Gary'.

‘And you Alan?’

‘“Well, yes, Gary. In my Newcastle days we always liked a good Number 9. That’swhy I’ ve been
watching the boy Michael. Got some potential there Gary, good with both feet, speed off the mark,
y' know, he could have a bright future'.

The other Alan piped up.

‘“Yes Gary, | can only see this game going one way. A goalkeeping mistake or a piece of inspiration
from Michael’.

‘That’stwo waysisn't it Alan?’

The three men roared with laughter at the joke, as the action turned back to the park. Jacquie took up the
commentary.

‘“Well, we' re midway through the second half now, and there' s no sign of either side breaking the
deadlock. Here come Butterfield on the attack once more...oooh! that was a great save by Hardy in the
Kidz goal...kept hissideinit there....



....and the referee islooking at his watch now. There can’'t be more than a few seconds left. Coach
Azelea is urging histeam forward for one last attack. | can see several parents chewing on their
fingernails...they know a draw is no good to anyone here.. .the ultimate prize awaits the winner...a trip to
Athens in three weeks' time.

...and the ball’ s with Michael now on the right wing. This hasto be thelast cha...
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Fizz! Phutt! Pzzzzz....buzzzz....phlump.

T—

The television, which had been working perfectly one nanosecond previoudly...
...went dead.

The match...

...waslost...

*kkk*x
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The television, which had been working perfectly one nanosecond previoudly...... went dead.The
match...... was lost... *****Hardy, who seconds earlier had been leaning casually against the sofa,shot into
action. He leaped up and shouted,’ Don’'t worry, FOLLOW ME!" They were all worried that they would
miss the end of the match, butthe gurgling sounds coming out of the TV suggested that it was
terminallybroken.Hardy wasfirst out of the door, grabbing hold of the door frame tosteady himself as
his socks dlid along the polished wooden floor. Wil wasnot so lucky. As his socks hit the floor his feet
dlid from under him and hecrashed into the wall opposite, taking Michael down with him. They sat onthe
floor for amoment before jJumping up and sprinting after the others, theirfeet making no progress, Tom
and Jerry?ike, as they tried to accelerate.In the kitchen, Hardy was fiddling with asmall TV set in one
corner.' Come on, come ON!" he said, as the little set lowly slowly warmed up.| said, COME
ON!'The set did not warm up any quicker, but eventually a misty imageappeared on the screen. They all
peered over each other to get alook. Asthesound also came through, they heard the commentator clearly
say,’ And the referee puts the whistle to hislips for the end of the game, and IT'SOVER...what aclose
game that was .Wednesday 2 May 2007Semi ?Finals Week188Eight footballers screamed at the
television." NOOOOOQ!' ‘| can’'t believe we missed it’, said Wil turning to walk away.'Hang on’, said
Freddy, ‘replays .The image was clear now, and was focused back on Gary and the twoAlansin the
studio.' Well, Alan shall we just look at that last move again? ‘' Yes Gary, if we look here at the boy
Michael, he's come running down theright wing there, faced by the Butterfield defender. Y ou
watch...just watch this...didyou see that stepover? Sent the defender completely the wrong way, but it’s
left himwith the tightest of angles from which to score...you redly think he's going to do
ithere...then...HERE...it takes alittle bobble I think...and his shot from out wide onthe right is sailing over
the goalkeeper’s head...”* The goalkeeper’ s completely beaten at this point, Alan...”'Yes, Gary, he's
nowhere...thelob is so beautiful, so precise, it clears hishead...and | can’t believe... that it rolls along the
crossbar like that, before going outfor a harmless goalkick. And of course, that was the last chance of the
match. Thereferee blew for full time right after that.”***** Of course, seeing the game again on TV

didn’t make the result anyeasier to take. They sat in silence on the floor of the kitchen as the final
musicfrom Match of the Day faded away.‘ It'sal my fault’, said Michael sadly, curling himself up
almost into aball and burying his hands deep into his armpits, ‘| should have scored that...itwas a rubbish
chip, it was always going over...”* You should ve passed it actually...” said Clara, ‘| was coming up
throughthe middle, | could have had atap in...” Semi?Finals Week189'Well, | was in a better
position...there was no?one marking me out on theleft’, said Jaz." NO WAY'!" said Clara, ‘you wouldn’t
have reached it, and even if you did,you would probably have missed!’ Jaz got up, and after looking
menacingly at Clarafor afew seconds, heleft the room.' THAT was not fair,” said Freddy to Clara, ‘go
and apologise to him, rightnow!’ Clara looked at Freddy, then at Michael, then at Wil and Alex, thenat
JoJo, and then at Hardy. They all looked back at her. She must haverealised that she had gone too
far.'OK, you'reright’, she said, and sheepishly left the room to go to findJaz.’ Listen, we got adraw,

and we had a fantastic season, we can’t complain aboutanything. It was our first season in the league.
And its not over yet’, said Freddycalmly."What' s not over? said Wil.*Well, we haven't |looked

through the results properly yet, have we? We mightstill win'.* Still win? We can still go to

Athens? ‘Let’s see’ .***** Freddy pulled a scrap of paper out of his pocket and tried to flatten iton the
floor. On it were various numbers, in different colours. Some of thenumbers were readable, others had
almost faded out over time.* So, al we need to do, isto check these results against Butterfield's...”*Well,
they lost agame as well, and they drew the two games against us. Didthey win all their others? said
Hardy, getting excited.Wednesday 2 May 2007Semi?Finals Week190'Y es, we' ve both won nine

games', said Freddy, squinting at his piece ofpaper, ‘now what was our goal difference again? He
squinted more at the pieceof paper, then started counting on hisfingers... Two against Hurst, five against
Hags...that makes eight...then another fiveagainst Wanderers, that makes twelve...” No it doesn't...five



and three are seven...”*No they’re not...”*****Two hours later....******Well, thirty and four are
definitely thirty?our...”*Wéll, | think we scored thirtyXive goals...” said Freddy.' OK, let’slook at
Butterfield’sresults...” said Hardy," Well...I’ ve recorded most of their games here...” said Freddy,
fishingaround in his back pocket for something.’ Or was it here? feeling around in his side pocket.' Or
perhaps here? looking in hisshoe.'P'rapsit’'s here’, said Hardy, grabbing Freddy’s ear, and looking
intoit.' Oi, leaveit out, I’ ve got it here somewhere...”*****Three hours later....*****Michael, who had
been replaying in slow motion Dirk Kuyt’'s finalpenalty for Liverpool which put them into the
Champions League final ,eventually said,’ Look, we' re getting nowhere, but I’ ve got an

idea’.*What? ‘Let’s go and get Jaz. He' || know whether we're going’ .*****
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Semi-FinalsWeek —Day 6

‘Let’'sgo and get Jaz. He'll know whether we're going’ .*****Michael, Freddy and Wil arrived

outside Jaz’' s house, pushing Clarareluctantly in front of them."Y ou absolutely HAVE to apologise’,
said Freddy firmly, ‘we’ ve gonethrough the whol e season without criticising anyone, and we' re not
going to startnow’.‘l only said that he might not have scored’, replied Clara, changing herstory,
obvioudly realising that she had gone too far.’ Y ou know what you said’, replied Freddy. He rang the
bell thenpushed Clara on to the doorstep.******What do you want? said Jaz as he opened the door,
then made asif toclose it again.'No! Don’t shut the door! I’m really sorry for what | said. It was wrong.
Weall need to work on our game...can we come in...please? Clara actually did look really sorry.* Oh, hi
guys, said Jaz as Freddy and Wil stepped forward, ‘OK then,comein’.We need your help, we really
do’, said Freddy, again pulling out hisscrappy attempts to calculate the results of the league.* Alright,
you' d better come upstairs .***** Semi?Finals Week193' Did you see the match last night? said
Michael asthey climbed to thethird floor, ‘1 couldn’t watch, but | listened on theradio’.‘l watched it’,
replied Jaz, ‘I’ ve got Sky, Sky One, Sky Plus, Sky Minus, SkyTwo, Sky Three, Sky Sports One, Two
and Three, Sky Blue, Sky Green and Sky Pink,Sky Active, and Sky Sitting Around Doing Nothing
Much at all.’‘| feel sorry for Alex Ferguson’, said Wil thoughtfully, ‘they didn’t deserveto lose
three?nil like that, and he’ s getting on a bit’.* Who' s getting on abit? ‘ Sir Alex. | mean, he'slike
someone from the olden days. He' s at least sixtyfive'."No, he’' s older than that. Must be eighty. Not
many chances left for him’,said Michael.' Well, my grandma’ s ninety?seven, and she still jogs three
milesaday’, saidJaz.Freddy thought to himself at the ridicul ousness of the conversationthey were
having, although he then thought about the little old lady he oftensaw struggling up and down Lancaster
Road in the mornings. She could be atleast ninety?seven, come to think of it.* Come on, we need some
answers here. We've tried, but we still don’t knowwho won the league’.' OK,, let’s have alook over
here’. Jaz thumped away at his keyboard a fewtimes, and the screen showed up a massive table of
numbers, with teamnames down one side, dates across the top, and a bewildering variety ofcolours and
shadings all over it.It was amost six months since they had been in Jaz’' s house trying torecruit him for
the team. The house was still cold and seemingly empty,except for the big room on the top floor, which
was like Jaz’ s studio, his beddwarfed by the giant computer screen on the wall, and the various bundles
of cables and keyboards and clutter.' Right’, said Jaz, tapping again at afew keys on one of his
severakeyboards.Friday 4 May 2007Semi?Finals Week194The screen flashed once, then some more
numbers appeared. OK’, said Jaz, punching in afew more numbers.The screen beeped, went blank for a
second, and revealed another setof numbers.'Oh no!” yelled Jaz, reaching desperately for his mouse. The
screen buzzed, went blank, flashed twice, said * Attention — SystemError!” then went silent. A puff of
smoke emerged out of the back.' Ahal’ said Jaz, as the screen roared back into life. So both teams won
nine, that’ s atotal of twenty?seven points. Both drewagainst each other, so that’s another two points.
And both lost a game, so no pointsthere’ . Jaz scribbled something on a piece of paper, then tapped away
again atthe keyboard. The screen burped. Twice." Now, we both have awin percentage of 82%’ . What
does that mean? said Wil.'Well it means that we won 82 out of 100 games', replied Jaz

carefully.' That’simpossible’, said Wil, ‘we didn’t play 100 games!’*Well, OK, if we had played 100
games, we would have won 82 of them’ ,explained Jaz patiently. Well, | don’'t get it!" said Wil, turning
away from the screen.' We know that we' re equal on points, but we need to know the goal

difference’ ,said Freddy.* Ok, that’s what I’'m working on now’, replied Jaz, hitting the
keyboardmanically. The screen produced severa farty noises.' Oh thisis not looking good', he said after
what seemed to Freddy likeabsolutely ages.Semi?Finals Week195' If you add our goals for, take away
our goals against, divide the answer by thenumber of goals Butterfield scored, then multiply that answer
by the number of matches, take the square root of the number of days of the week, then subtract
thenumber you first thought of ... The screen...blew up.Jaz dusted himself off as the pile of cables and
keyboards was sentcrashing towards him.*Well, | think we've done it’, said Freddy, looking again at



his scrap of paper. ‘we scored atotal of thirty goals, with nine against...and | reckon...” hescratched his
head a couple of times, ‘1 think that they had a goal difference ofnineteen’ .After some more head
scratching, and some more extensivecal culations from Jaz, they were really no further to confirming the
outcome.’ C'mon, we should go. We'll find out soon enough’, said Michael, gettingup to
leave***** Asthey got back outside, there was one commotion up the street, andthere was another
commotion down the street.Up the street, an old man, shouting Freddy’s name.Down the street, three
young girls, shouting Wil’ s name.' Freddy, Freddy, lad, we' ve doneit! We've doneit!’* Wil, (giggle
giggle)...Wil! (giggle giggle smirk)...Wil...come here!’ Up the street, getting closer, awheezing Mr
Andrews, waving a brownenvelope.Down the street, getting much closer, the three giggling girls,
waving apink envelope.

‘Freddy, my lad’, said Mr Andrews, handing Freddy the envelope,’ confirmation from the league...we
won it on goa difference...you’ re going toAthens!”*Wil, my darling’, said one of the girls, handing Wil
the pink envelope,’ we love you SO much, you’ re going to come to our party next week, and you' |l be
theonly boy there!”* YES!" said Freddy in triumph, holding the envel ope high above hishead.' Oh no!’
whispered Wil in embarassment, stuffing the envelope deepinto his pocket.*****
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Athens Adventure—Day 1
‘Good luck, bro!’ said Freddy, gazing lovingly at the heap of papers and documentsin front of him.

Wil looked miserably at his feet, which were stuffed into the shiniest, most uncomfortable pair of shoes
he possessed.

‘Look at this! Bustickets! Air tickets! And....", Freddy almost whispered in awe as he passed his
fingers over the white and silver tickets in his hand, ‘ nine tickets to the Champions League Final itself’.
The tickets were crisp to histouch, almost cardboard. Quality. He flexed them dightly, then examined
them for the fifty-third time that day.

Row A, pitchside, seats 230-239, entrance D, Gate 10, OACA Spyro Louis Sadium— Athens. May 23rd
2007.

Wil examined his own ticket for the one hundred and fifty-third time that day.

Dear Wil, you are invited to our ‘Decorate a Dolly’ party, on Saturday 12th May, at 3.00pm. RSVP.
Love, Flopsy and Mopsy

‘“What does RSVP mean anyway?' said Wil, just to say something.
‘It stands for Répondez S'il vous plait’, said Freddy, ‘it's French. It means‘Reply if you please’’.
‘“Why did they write it in French? Anyway, | didn’t reply, did I? So | don’'t need to go, do 1?’

‘Look Bro, we' ve been through this all week. Mum replied for you, didn’t she? And she saysif you say
yes to an invitation then you' ve got to go. Unlessyou'reill’.

‘Atishoo!” said Wil.

‘Very funny’, his brother replied, ‘you're fine. You might even enjoy it’.

‘Enjoy it? Decoratea Dolly? Enjoyit? Andlook at me!’

Their Mum had probably once wanted a daughter.

Wil, from the points of his shiny shoes, to the top of his hair-sprayed head, looked a picture of
respectability, and a picture of misery. His perfectly pressed grey trousers. His starched and ironed
white shirt. Hislittle flowery bow tie. And his beautiful pink waistcoat.

‘Ooooh! Those girlsare going to love you!” his mother had said to him.

‘And THAT...isthe problem!” Wil had replied.

‘Come on, I'll walk down with you. It’s only be a couple of hours, then we can start planning
thetrip!” said Freddy. Wil perked up for afew seconds, and they set off.

*kkk*x



Flopsy and Mopsy were waiting at the gate of Number 2 Lancaster Road where they lived. Although it
was only afew houses down from their house, Freddy and Wil usually went the long way round to avoid
the house. F and M aways seemed to be outside in the front garden, waiting to trap the unexpected
visitor, or to greet them with a cheery welcome. Usually it was something like, Oh hi, Freddy, you are
looking nice today’, followed by about five minutes of hysterical giggling. Occasionally it was more
specific, perhaps * Oh Wil, | saw you score that goal on Saturday, you were just great!” followed by an
extravagant fluttering of the eyelashes, and more giggling. Girls often fluttered their eyelashes when
Wil was around. Wil’s brown skin usually turned a shade of dark purple when that happened.

When they got close, sure enough, they could see Flopsy, Mopsy and five of their friends hanging
around in the front garden, waiting for Wil to join the party. Freddy left him outside Number 4, and ran
back home.

‘Oh Wil...
‘WAl...
‘Erm.. Wil...

The girls seemed uncharacteristically lost for words. Wil could instantly see why. Every one of them,
every single one of them. Dressed in jeans and t-shirts. Casual. Scruffy even. A little giggle emerged
from someone at the back of the group.

A little titter from someone at the front.
A deep rumble of laughter from the biggest girl.

And eventually...seven girls staring at Wil in hisimmaculate attire, falling about themselves laughing.
Wil smiled nervously at the raucous rabble in front of him, then looked down, willing the ground to
open up right there in front of him, and swallow him whole.

But of courseit didn't. And of coursethe girlsinvited himin. And of course he ripped off his
waistcoat, and rubbed his shoes roughly on the ground as he entered. And of course thetie got lost
somewhere. And the girlslooked after him. And JoJo was there. His special friend.

“Wesel, don't worry. | will look after you!” she said in her wonderful mysterious accent, ‘we ‘ave made
something very special for you to work on’.

Wil started to relax. JoJo aways did that to him. Although she had not played that much during the
season, she had made some important saves when Hardy had been ill, and she had come on asasub on a
few occasions. And most importantly for the moment, she had made sure that Wil’s doll wasin fact an
action figure and that he could decorate it in football kit.

Which he duly did. He managed to construct a character looking quite a bit like Emile Heskey in Wigan
colours, and with JoJo making a beautiful Phil Jagielka, they spent most of the rest of the afternoon
replaying the final-day showdown between Wigan and Sheffield United.

Until Flopsy and Mopsy, who had dressed their charactersin full army kit, came along and challenged
themto afight. Although Heskey isagood footballer, he's not much good at hand-to-hand combat. So
they lost.



The party ended, predictably, with every one of the girls giving Wil amassive, slobbery, juicy wet kiss,
and Wil half running, half sprinting out of the door, pausing only to thank F&M’s mother very much for
the invitation. Ashedid so, she also bent down and tried to kiss him.

But he escaped.

He arrived home, still damp, to see his brother looking at the tickets for the eighty-seventh time.

‘Now Bro, let’s plan thistrip!” Freddy said.

*kkk*x
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Athens Adventure—Day 2
‘Now Bro, let’s plan thistrip!” Freddy said.

*kkk*

‘Socks...check! Scarf...check! Trainers...check!” Wil was going through the things he would need for
Athens, and was packing theminto a small suitcase.

‘“We haven't got long actually’, said Freddy, glancing up at the clock on the wall, which seemed to be
ticking by quicker than usual, ‘H will be here in a minute, and then we need to be down the road by

two'.
‘“What's the time now?’ said Wil.

‘It' s one-thirty-five'.

‘Oh, that's OK, it's still one'.

‘No, one-thirty-five is closer to two o’ clock’.

‘Well, it says one in one-thirty-five...’

‘Oh, never mind, just get on with it’.

‘Socks...check! Scarf...check! Trainers...check! Wil took the things out of his bag again.
‘Come ON, Bro, we'll belate'.

‘I know, but I’ ve run out of room for the rest of my stuff. | want to take this, this and this.’

‘“Well, | know you need stuff for the journey, but your clothes and toothbrush are the most important
things'.

‘No...definitely haven't got space for a toothbrush’, said Wil defiantly, stuffing his Emile Heskey action
figure (now wearing full Liverpool kit) into the bag.

‘Look, what’ s more important? The state of your teeth, or having a few things to do on the journey?...’
Freddy looked for a moment at Wil, who was busy trying to get two size five footballs into the bag, then
at Wil’ s teeth, which were busy trying to escape from his mouth to get to the sink for a once-a-week
brushing, ‘...OK, you don’t need to answer that, but for goodness sake, HURRY UP!’

Eventually Wil was packed, with the two footballs hanging on the outside from some specially
constructed string that Wil had spent at least ten minutes putting together.

‘Now have you got your pass...?" The doorbell rang. They grabbed their bags and raced downstairs.

‘Hardy! How're you doing?



‘Fine...’” panted Hardy.
‘Did you have to rush?’

‘Not exactly...” he gasped, *...but look...". He pointed behind him at three huge suitcases. Matching ones.
With little luggage labels and matching padlocks. Tartan.

“What on earth have you got in them? said Freddy, looking incredulously at the cases.

‘“Well, my Mum said that ‘coz it was my first time away, | needed to be well prepared. Case one...(he
pointed to case one)...is my warm weather case. Case two (he motioned to the second suitcase which was
completely wrapped in cling film) is my wet weather case.” He slumped down and sat on the third case.
‘So what’ sthat one?’ chirped Wil, smiling broadly, ‘no let me guess! That’s your heatwave case?’

‘No’.

“Your snowy weather case?’

‘No’, said Hardy pitifully, ‘that is my just-in-case case'.

‘Just in case of what?’ said Freddy.

‘Just in case | lose my other two cases mumbled Hardy miserably.

Freddy took charge as usual.

‘“Well, you don’t need those two. You're not going to lose anything, and the weather forecast for Athens
is bright and sunny the whole week. Come on, let’sgo’.

Hardy looked happy for the first time that afternoon, and parked his two superfluous cases inside the
hallway, after checking to see that his Mum had driven off. The cloud of smoke and the screeching of
tyres as she left told him she had.

*kkkk*%k

They marched down to Springhurst bus station and found the bus to Gatwick. Mr Andrews was already
there, with Clara and Michael. Clara had on a Liverpool scarf and was carrying a picture of Robbie
Fowler. Michael was dressed in full Liverpool kit.

‘I didn’t know you supported Liverpool!” said Wil as they settled into their seats on the bus.

‘Sometimes | do, and sometimes | don’t..." replied Michael cryptically, ‘you never can tell with
Michaels!’

Wil looked at himwith a mixture of puzzlement and admiration. Such a cool guy, he thought.
They sat towards the back of the bus. Mr Andrews buried himself in his book (The Mysteries of Ancient

Greece). The others were too excited to talk, so they just generally jabbered about nothing really. As
they waited for the bus to depart, Freddy said,



‘“Where's Alex? He should be here by now...
‘Oh don’'t worry, he'll make it. He' salways late'.

‘I know, but he's cutting it a bit fine thistime, isn’t he?’, said Freddy, as the bus driver started his
engine.

As the vehicle pulled out, there was a thump on the roof of the bus just above them, followed by four or
five quieter thumps, like footsteps, moving towards the front.

‘I think he’s here!l’ Jaz said excitedly.

Asthe bus driver jabbed at the ‘door close’ button and the heavy door started to slowly close, an
athletic blond-haired figure swung down and round the door frame, supporting himself on the bus wing
mirror, and, throwing a small rucksack through the now half-closed door, turned himself sideways and
dlid through the door asit shut.

‘Hi guys!’, called Alex, asif hisarrival were the most natural thing in the world, ‘sorry I’'mlate!’

‘Hi Alex!” they called out, except for Freddy, whose head was buried in a small book. After a while, he
looked up at Alex and mumbled,

‘kalimera... alexis... ti kanis...mu aresi... i... larda’
Hmmm....
...at least Alex had arrived, but Freddy...

...seemed to beill...

*kkkk*k
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Athens Adventure—Day 3
...at least Alex had arrived, but Freddy...

...seemed to beill...’

*kkk*x

‘Don’t worry’, said Freddy, smiling, ‘It means ‘Hello Alex, how are you? | like Greece!’
‘Konnichiwa Freddy, Genki desu’, replied Alex, in Japanese.

‘“Woah! That’s enough of that, we need to get out!” said Hardy, as the bus pulled into the airport bus
station. They struggled with their various cases, rucksacks, and bags, fought through the crowds in the
terminal building, and found their way to the check-in area.

‘Now, lads and lasses, stick together’, called out Mr Andrews, waving atattered brown clipboard over
his head, ‘we all want to end up in Athens, remember!”. He marched off towards the banks of check-in
desks, followed by the eight members of the Lancaster Road team.

The scene in the check-in hall was utterly bewildering, and Mr Andrews, who was nominally in charge
of the group, was starting to look uneasy. Freddy dropped his bag. Wil, who had been playing hide-and-
seek with Michael, wisely decided that it would be better to stick with the group. The sounds of chanting
coming from aong the hall were both exciting and sightly worrying. A chorus of ‘You'll Never Wak
Alone’ confirmed that the group were Liverpool fans. As the chorus started, two fans trying to get
throught the melée started to push. Mr Andrews looked round. A large bald-headed Liverpool fan butted
into him from one side, and a small long-haired Liverpool fan pushed him from the other side. They
were only steadying themselves. Sorry mate, they both said.

‘I could really do with sitting down...” said Mr Andrews, sounding alittle desperate.
‘Don’t worry, Mr Andrews, it’ s just over here’, said Freddy in an attempt to reassure him. But in fact

they were lost. There were about five hundred check-in desks, fifty different airlines, and five million
peoplein the way.

‘Here we are!” Hardy said, asthey finally arrived in the zone where their airline was located.
The sign above the desk said
EasyAir! The easy way to get in the air

Beneath the sign was a picture of a gentleman, wearing leather trousers and a motorbike helmet,
strapping a huge pair of wings onto his shoulders.

‘I don’t think that can beright’, said Freddy, looking worried, ‘let’ stry thisone!’ they moved down
the hall a short way to the next bank of desks.



DebonAir! The smart way to get you there!

‘That doesn’t sound like our kind of airline either’, said Freddy, looking for his ticket in the pocket of
hisjacket, ‘...now let's have alook here...’. As he was searching, they passed several other airlines, none
of which seemed to be going their way.

Several people, somein black cloaks, were queuing for

On aWing and A Prayer AirKeep your hands together and hope!,

A man came running past them, and dashed up to the counter of

Air Today, Gone TomorrowSpecialists in short breaks,

but then obviously decided he didn’t want a short break after all. The final desks they passed were for
HerethereandeverywhereAlRRandom trips — not for the faint-hearted,

who promised their customers a ‘ unique flying experience. We do the take-off, Y OU do the landing!”.
Definitely not for the faint-hearted, and not for Lancaster Road either. Finally, Freddy pulled the ticket
out of his pocket and examined it.

Air Greece Check-in desks 400-450, Zone G, last check-in 1600.

Not surprisingly, the desk they had to go to was the one surrounded by Liverpool fans. A huge throbbing
mass of humanity. Sweat pouring from every pore. Singing. Chanting. You’'ll Never Walk Alone. We

are the Champions. I'll be your long-haired lover from Liverpool.

‘Here we are everyone', puffed Mr Andrews, ‘ now, get in the queue!’. They lined up behind the mass
ranks of the Kop.

Wil stared up at the sign above the ranks of desks. Air Greece. Slip down to Athens for the weekend! He
thought for a moment. Wow, we're actually going to Greece, to Athens, to the Champions L eague
FINALY

Time passed, they queued.

They fidgeted, and queued.

Wil and Michael ran around a bit. Then queued.

They joined in the chanting a bit. And queued.

They got to the front of the queue and checked in. They headed for security.

And queued.

Too much queuing, to much to-ing (and fro-ing), we need rescuing (thought Freddy), | wish we were

doing (something) (thought Wil), fans booing, a mother cooing (over her baby) and a cat mewing in the
corner doing (the crossword).



Through security though, and to the plane.

*kkk*

The flight passed pleasantly enough, with most of the players, except Hardy, dozing or snoozing on and
off. Hardy, with no-one to talk to, occupied himself by purchasing the entire range of the duty-free toys
for sale on board, and by trying to persuade the rest of the team to carry them for him.

*kkk*

Being the youngest passengers on the plane, the Lancaster Road players were allowed off the planefirst.
Asthey walked wearily down the steps, a small party of children, dressed in traditional Greek costume,
were waiting for them.

Thefirst boy was wearing a golden sheepskin.

‘Welcome, Liverpool fans, | am Jason!’

The second boy, muscles rippling underneath his shirt, said,

‘Greetings, Scousers, | am Heracles!”

A petite, pretty girl stepped forward, and handed a bunch of flowersto Clara, who did her best to remain
polite.

‘| am Aphrodite, the goddess of beauty!”’
Finaly, atal boy stepped up and said,

‘My nameis Zeus, | am king of all the gods, and these are my people, you are most welcome!’ he
motioned expansively at the group of children behind him, who spontaneously broke into song,

Welcome to Greece! We greet you all in peace! Our joy will never cease butDon’t mess with our police!

Freddy found himself bowing dlightly in acknowledgement of the greeting. As he did so, hefelt a
tugging at hisarm. It was his brother.

‘Did you see that, at the back...? said Wil, pointing towards a miserable-looking girl at the back of the
group.

‘Don’'t point!” said Freddy quickly, pushing his brother’s arm down, ‘where?
‘Over there, that girl with the straggly hair...what...it seemsto be...mmmm...moving..."’

Freddy squinted in the bright sunshine and looked towards the group. Sure enough, right at the back, a
girl with strange staring eyes, her hair, atangled mass of writhing...somethings.

*kkk*x
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Athens Adventure—Day 4

Freddy squinted in the bright sunshine and looked towards the group. Sure enough, right at the back, a
girl with strange staring eyes, her hair, atangled mass of writhing...somethings.

The girl stepped forward from out of the group.
Freddy stepped back alittle from the front of the Lancaster Road group.

The girl smiled modestly, her hair still a mass of curls and seemingly in perpetual motion. She took
another half-step forward.

‘Come’ she said kindly, her eyes softening their harsh look, 'we are your friends. We show you our
city. My name...Medusa...you are welcome'. Freddy could see she was serious, and smiled nervously
back at her.

‘Thanks, I’'m Freddy’.

‘L ook, there, the magnificent Parthenon, the cradle of civilisation and democracy’. She pointed to her
left at the hillsin the distance.

‘Just... like in the books...” whispered Wil, gazing at the instantly-recognisable building on one of the
hilltops close to the centre of the city.

‘“We show you tomorrow morning. We meet you on the Acropolis. Bye!’

*kkk*x

Hardy and Freddy were sharing a room together in the hotel. Thiswas fine for Hardy asthe television in
the room was showing constant replays of Didier Drogba s winning goal for Chelseain the FA Cup
Final, and Hardy was Chelsed’ s biggest fan. Thiswas not fine for Freddy as he did not support Chelsea,
wastired, and was looking forward to the trip with the Greek kids the next day.

‘C’mon, turn it off now, he' s going to do the same again...!” moaned Freddy

‘I know, just once more, look, over from Mikel to Drogba, then to Lampard...brilliant flick back to
Didier...then...chip...past van der Sar for the goal!’

‘It doesn’t matter how many times you watch it, it was still only one-nil! Go to sleep’.

Hardy finally drifted off to sleep, with the television still playing replays of the goal. In his sleep, Hardy
was still doing the same, repeating over and over,

‘Mikel, Drogba, Lampard, Drogba, goal!’

‘Michael, Dogfood, Lampshade, Drongo, goal!’



‘Tickle, Tockle, Tackle, Dapple, goal!’
‘Middle, Doddle, Laddle, Diddle, glow!”

AsHardy, away with the football fairies, muttered to himself, Freddy covered his head with his pillow,
and waited until the morning.

*kkk*x

Some of their new friends were waiting for them in the hotel reception after breakfast on Monday
morning.

Zeus was once again at the forefront of the group.

‘Kalimera, little British guys, we would like to show you the magnificent Parthenon, atop our mighty
Acropolis!’

Michael and Wil looked at each other suspicioudly.

‘A tour of the city...ancient ruins...no thanks!’ said Wil.

‘Oh comeon,” said Michadl, ‘it’ll be OK, might be quite interesting actually’
Zeus motioned to his colleagues, who approached the group of Kidz players.
‘Each one of uswill accompany one of you! Then we won't get lost! Follow me!’
Freddy followed behind Zeus as he was told.

Michael went with the boy called Achilles.

Aphrodite teamed up with JoJo, and Clara with Jason.

Jaz and the boy named Pythagoras linked arms and started walking.

Heracles linked arms with Hardy,

‘Urghhh, get off!" said Hardy, giving Heracles a slap.

“Y ou shouldn’t have done that!” said Zeus with a chuckle. Before he could move, Heracles had grabbed
Hardy by one arm and one leg, and lifted him up high above his head.

‘What did you say to me? Heracles was laughing and threatening to throw Hardy into the hotel
fountain.

‘Sorry, sorry, I...1...didn"t mean it!’

They set off, with Alex and Jason swapping stories of their adventures, and Mr Andrews chatting to
Plato, who wandered along beside him.



S0, when was this Acropolis built then, young man? Plato stared at the sky for afew minutes as they
walked along. He put his hand to his chin and stroked it wisely for afew moments.

‘Hmmm...’

‘What did you say, lad?

‘Well...you see...’

‘Well what, lad, come on when wasiit built?
‘Hmmmm...on the one hand...” said Plato,
‘Yes...?, sad Mr Andrews patiently,
‘...And on the other...’

‘Oh | see, absolutely...” said Mr Andrews.
Two great minds, thinking alike.

Wil, the last to join the group, just had the crazy-haired Medusato go with. She stared at him and he
stood quite still for amoment, until she laughed and said,

‘Come now, Wil, don’t be scared, | won't bite!” She grabbed his hand and pulled him reluctantly along
after her.

*kkk*x

They reached the Acropolis and climbed the dusty hillside to get up to the Parthenon. A guide was
waiting for them at the top.

‘Kalisperaleetle Eengleesh keeds' said the guide, *welcome to the Parthenon, my name is Athena, and
| will be your guide for today! Now, let me start, are you al sitting comfortably?

Various children shifted uncomfortably on the hard stone steps of the building.

‘Then I'll begin...in the fifth century BC, the Parthenon was built as a tribute to the goddess Athena. ..
Various children murmured, and muttered.

Two hourslater...

‘Now moving forward to the fourth century BC, this was avery interesting period...

Various children yawned, stretched and mopped sweaty brows as the midday Athens sun got to them.
The tour went on...

Andon...



Andon...

‘Oi, look here’ whispered someone behind Freddy’ s back, ‘wannaplay? It was Heracles, who had
managed to get hold of afootball from somewhere.

‘Come on, get the others!’

Freddy gathered his team together, and they slipped away from the tour. Several groups of new people
had joined to listen to the words of wisdom from the guide, although a few were now shaking her as she
had apparently fallen asleep at the sound of her own voice.

So amatch took place. Right there, in the shadow of the Parthenon. Greece against Lancaster Road. It
was a brilliant match between two very evenly matched teams, and was decided by a superbly angled,
dlide-rule pass from Pythagoras to Heracles, who muscled it in at the far post. The only other event of
note during the game was afoot injury to Achilles, which came as aresult of alate tackle by Hardy
which just clipped his heel and sent him sprawling into the dust.

‘I’ve never seen him get injured before’, said Zeus, * Anyway, Wednesday is the big day! We'll see
you there...oh...who do you think will win?

‘No doubt about it’, said Michael, ‘2-1 to Liverpool!’

*kkk*
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Athens Adventure—Day 5

‘WEe' |l see you there...oh...who do you think will win?

‘No doubt about it’, said Michael, ‘ 2-1 to Liverpool!’

*kkk*k

‘OK, let’s go, but stick together!’

It was Wednesday afternoon. They made their way out of the hotel lobby and started the short walk to
the ground. Freddy puffed his chest out proudly as the little group walked from the side street where the
hotel was located towards the main road. Up ahead they could see atidal mass of humanity moving. One
direction only. Stadium-bound.

Well, thisisit, thought Freddy, we' ve made it. The Champions League final. Today. Now.

Although he and Wil had been to other games, nothing could compare with this. The Champions
League. A final. An evening game, and alate night. In aforeign country. And Liverpool.

Asthey reached the end of the street to join the surge of fans, the sights and the sounds and the smells
became overwhelming. Freddy stood still briefly to take it al in.

In the sky, wisps of smoke from barbecues and food stands, down the length of the street.

In the top floors of most of the buildings, the residents were hanging out of the their windows, trying to
get a better look at the crowd. Some were cheering, waving at the people below. Some had put up
enormous flags across their windows. Liverpool banners. Milan flags. Lots of Greek blue and white.
Towards ground level, the street lights were decorated with city flags and ribbonsin the al red of
Liverpool and the red and black of Milan. Every other lamp-post had the words Kalos Orisate written on
them, meaning Welcome.

And then the people.

Asthey turned left into the street the full scale of the crowd became clear.

The players, sticking as close together as they could, joined the throng, amost like a moving carpet of
people.

With Mr Andrews trying to keep them together, they were carried along on this wave of humanity
towards the stadium.

Freddy, hisfeet barely touching the ground, started to take in the smells of the street.
At every street corner someone was cooking something. Hot dogs, burgers, kebabs, meat being roasted

over open coals on skewers. The combination of aromas as they passed from one stall to another was
overwhelming, vivid, exotic.



Occasionaly one of the fans would let off aflare or afirecracker, adding to the mix, and filling the air
with acrid red or blue smoke.

And of course, the people. With that many people crammed together in asmall space, in the heat of the
late afternoon. People smells. Sweat and perfume.

Thetide carried them perhaps a kilometre or more, round a corner, and then...the stadium came into
view. The magnificent Athens Olympic stadium. Right there, in front of them.

And the sounds, getting louder by the minute. The hustle and bustle of a busy street. Filled with fans.
Full of football fanatics. Hawkers and hustlers. Police trying to keep calm. And singing. Whistling.
Chanting. Wailing and screaming. For the team.

The Liverpool fans seemed to be the loudest.

Walk on, walk on, with hope in your hearts,And you’ll never, walk, aloneY ou’ll never walk, alone...
Letit be, letit be, let it be, Stevie G,For we al know the answer, and his nameis Stevie G

He' sbig, he’'sred, Hisfeet don't fit in the bedPeter Crouch, Peter Crouch!

The street widened out as they reached the stadium entrance, and the crush was less. Freddy |ooked
round to check everyone had made it.

‘Where’sHardy? he said, looking around.
‘Oh, it'sOK, he's over there, look...’

Hardy was in the middle distance, apparently talking to someone at the side of the street. Freddy and Wil
walked over to where he was.

‘Hi, what're you doing? Freddy said.

‘Ohit’'s OK mate, he'sfine', said the man next to Hardy, ‘he'll be with you in aminute’.

Freddy looked at the man nervously. He was about thirty years old, unshaven, with filthy yellow teeth.
His hair looked like it hadn’t been washed for weeks. He had on along battered overcoat, even though it

was still twenty-five degrees that evening.

Hardy could see the worry on Freddy’ s face. He left the man and came over. Barely audible above the
din around him, he said,

‘Look, leave me alone right, this guy is offering me two hundred euros for my ticket. Two hundred! Just
think what | could get for that...’

Freddy felt a mixture of fear and pity for hisfriend. A mixture of feelings. Don’t mix with these kinds of
people was one. How can you even think about missing this game? was another, and where do you think
you're going to go? was athird. In the end, all he could say was,

‘No WAY!" He dragged his friend back towards the group, ‘thisis the experience of alifetime. Y ou



can’'t missit! We worked so hard for this. And we are still ateam, remember? Come right here.” Wil
and Freddy physically dragged Hardy back. The man was almost crying,

‘Oh come on, mate, I'll give you four hundred!’
His voice faded away miserably as they moved away from him.

*kkk*x

Gate 10, where they had to enter the stadium, was right in front of them and they had to go through a
narrow entrance before reaching the turnstiles. The throng of people heading for the same entrance
squeezed together once more, then opened out again on the other side and formed into neat queues.
Asthey were queuing for the left-most of the several turnstiles, more pushing, then,

Sirens...wailing.

Ten, maybe twenty, police motorbikes, lights flashing against the dimming night sky.

An enormous double-decker coach, completely black, windows darkened. A small sign in the front
window.

Liverpool FC, Champions League Finalists, 2007

The players' coach had arrived!

Without leaving their place in the queue, the Lancaster Road players strained to see through the crowd as
the sleek mirrored door slid open. Four men in suits stood either side of the door, making a short
corridor from the coach to a doorway marked Players Entrance. Everyone strained again.

First player off. The first one. Looking fit, looking ready.

Michael screamed his name!

‘GO Stevie, GO. You can do it again!’

No reaction. Michael yelled again.

‘Go STEVIE GV

Gerrard seemed to hear. He turned and gazed into the crowd, and seemed to look at Michael.

He smiled, and gave athumbs up sign. And then he was gone.

‘He smiled at us. HE'sgonna do it! Stevie G'sgonnawin it for Liverpool!’

*kkk*
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Athens Adventure—Day 6

‘Hesmiled at us. He'sgonnado it! Stevie G'sgonnawin it for Liverpool!” ***** ‘| SAID... Kaka's
going to win it for Milan’, said Michael as they drifted down to breakfast on the day after the match.
“No you did not, you thought Liverpool were going to win’, said Wil indignantly, ‘I said it was going to
be27?1...and it was!’ said Michael, hopefully. *Nah, you were wrong!” Wil said again, smiling. They sat
down to breakfast, tucking into the sort of feast only a hotel can provide. Loads of different

cereals. Hundreds of different types of fruit. Millions of different drinks. And zillions of those little
packets of jam and honey and stuff. At the back of the room, Hardy. Late. They hadn’t spoken to him
for twelve hours. Wearing a black and white striped shirt, black shorts, red socks, and dragging behind
him the largest Milan flag you' ve ever seen. One of those ones they drape across the whole crowd and
move along like akind of flying carpet, floating over the heads of the crowd. They had got talking to
some Italian fans after the game on the walk back to the hotel. Lots of friendly banter, lots of teasing
and laughing. Congratulations and commiserations. One of the Milan supporters had said, ‘Bad luck,
Liverpool, but we got our revenge for 2005!" Hardy had replied, ‘ Yes...well...I aways knew you would
win. Right from when Inzaghi scored that first goal. Brilliant goal that was, the way he dipped his
shoulder just at the right time to divert it past Reina, then, asif to confirm something in his mind, he
turned back to the group and said, *actualy, I’ ve always supported Milan, myself’. ‘What!" said
Michael, looking unbelievably at Hardy. ‘Ah ‘Ardy, you are our friend’, said Giuseppe, the Milan fan,
‘Ere, you can ‘ave my shirt and my kit. You are very welcome'. Giuseppe had then taken off most of
his clothes and handed them to Hardy, who reciprocated by giving Giuseppe the Chelsea kit he was
hiding under hisregular clothes. ***** *Y ou can’t just change teams like that! If you’re supporting a
team, you have to support it, through thick and thin, through wind and rain, Mondays to Fridays, and
weekends too...you can't just jump horsesin mid stream!” Michael was clearly feeling poetic. ‘1 can
do what | like', said Hardy, tripping over his enormous flag, and dliding the rest of the way to join them
at the breakfast table. Ashe dlid to agraceful stop beside the table where they were sitting, severa
hundred little pots of jam flew out of the flag where he had been hiding them. ‘Oops! | was hoping to
take them home...” hesaid with ady grin. ‘Anyway, Milan won didn’t they, and did you see Kaka?
‘He was good, that’ strue’ said Michael quietly. ‘Heisskilful...” added Wil. ‘Yeslook!” said Hardy,
picking up an orange from the fruit stand beside their table, ‘did you see that skill in the second half,
running forward, dragged the ball across with hisright foot, span round then dragged it forward with his
left...then carried on...like this...” Hardy ran forward, slipped on the orange with his right foot, span round,
dragged the leg of the table with hisleft foot, then carried on into a heap on the floor, splatted across his

flag.

‘It wasn't like that, it waslike this...” said Wil, picking up an apple from the bowl. He dropped the
apple down in front of him and it smashed into five hundred pieces on the floor. He kicked at it angrily.
‘Actually, thisiswhat happened’, said Clara, picking up araspberry and placing it on the floor in front
of her. She stepped back five or six paces, then approached the raspberry at some speed. ‘Herolled it
with hisleft, then onto hisright, then chipped it forward...” ‘“Where' sthe ball? asked Wil.
‘What...well...it was here...? Clara examined the underside of her shoe to find a dlippery wet red mush,
where the ball had been. ‘I can doit!" said Jaz, picking up awatermelon from the table. He placed the
watermelon on the ground, and took ten paces backwards. He bent his head dlightly, like a bull about to
charge. ‘I'm not sure that’sagood idea...” said Freddy quietly, as Jaz started to move forward... ‘ See,
he ran up to the ball like this...” said Jaz, about five paces from the ball. ‘1 wouldn’t do that, if | were
you', said Freddy, louder, covering his eyes. * And then he smashed it like this!” said Jaz triumphantly,
taking a huge swipe at the ball with hisright foot. The ball stayed still. Three kilos of watermelon
wasn’t going to budge. Jaz’' s foot also seemed to stay still momentarily asit hit the immovable

object. Jaz himself...flew. Andflew. And flew. Right into Hardy, the flag, the oranges, the



wall. Ouch! What amess. Michagel got up from the table and picked up a grapefruit. ‘ THIS iswhat he
did!"" The Lancaster Road players went silent as Michael placed the ball at one end of the room. Severd
of the other tourists having their breakfast stood up to get a better look. Michael started forward,
dribbling the bright yellow fruit along the polished floor, picking up speed. Then, hisarms slightly
away from his body to help balance himself, herolled hisright foot over the ball, pulling it left. Ashe
did so, he turned his body round, almost dancing or skipping backwards, at the same time pulling the
ball after him with hisleft foot. He skipped forwards, ball still at his feet, looked up and slightly to his
right, then scooped the ball with hisleft foot so that it nestled with all the other grapefruit back in its
bowl. The crowd roared! The tourists clapped! Hardy said, ‘that’swhat | meant!” Everyone laughed.
**x%% | ater that day, asthey boarded the plane at Athens airport, their Greek friends were waiting for
them again at the steps of the plane. *We bid you farewell, English friends', said Zeus, the tall one, ‘we
play you asong!’” At someinvisible signal, all the Greek children produced musical instruments — lyres,
zithers, lutes, flutes, and drums. They started playing — not music exactly, but the most incredible
cacophany of sound. Asthe Lancaster Road players climbed wearily up the steps to the plane, the noise
fading below, Freddy turned to his brother, *Well, football’ s over for awhile, but that music gives me
an Idea!’ *kkk*k
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Savethe Planet! —Day 1

‘“Well, football’ s over for a while, but that music gives me an idea!’

—

‘ Ah, stop that noise will you...I" ve got a headache!’

Hardy carried on drumming on thelog in front of him. Tap, tap, thunk, thunk, tappety tap.
“You' ve been doing that for hours, just giveit arest!’

‘I’'mthinking. It helpsme’, said Hardy, ignoring Freddy’s pleas. He tapped some more.
They were sitting, doing nothing in particular.

Or rather, half sitting, half standing, doing something, but not much.

Actually, Hardy was standing, crouched over hislog. Drumming.

Freddy was walking alittle further away, clutching his ears and massaging his head.

Wil actually was sitting. Doing nothing. Waiting.

They were waiting for Michael and Jaz...

Who appeared, with a crashing of leaves and branches. They burst into the clearing from one of the
severa pathsthat led off into the thick woods.

‘Yo! How'reyou doing? said Michael breezily, leaping off the saddle of Jaz’ s bike, leaving Jaz
standing astride the crossbar, looking cool and confident.

‘“Where' syour bike? said Hardy, momentarily stopping his drumming in order to speak.
He started drumming again.

‘“We left it at home. Just doing our bit, y'know’, said Jaz.

‘Doing your bit...for what?’

‘Don’t you know?' said Jaz dismissively, ‘we're doing our bit for WED tomorrow. Y know, doubling

up'.
‘What?' said Wil.

‘Eh? said Freddy.



‘Tomorrow’s Tuesday!” said Hardy.

‘I know that!” said Jaz, laughing.

‘“What is WED anyway? said Michael quietly.

“Well, you should know, you’ ve been doing your bit!” said Hardy sarcastically. Drumming louder.

‘“Well, he just picked meup’, said Michael, motioning over to a smirking Jaz, ‘he wouldn’t let me bring
my own bike'.

‘“What' s that got to do with Wednesday?’
‘It has nothing to do with Wednesday. It’'s an acronym'.
‘A whatonym?' said Wil.

‘An acronym. It'swhen you take the first letter of each word in a phrase, and put them together. Like
OS or B&Q, or MUFC, or WED’, explained Jaz.

‘Oh | see,” said Wil, probably not actually getting it.

‘“Wednesday is England’ s Destiny...” said Michael, changing the subject.

‘“What do you mean?’

‘“Well, if they win, even draw, they could be OK...but if they lose...

‘“What, Early Departure?,” said Freddy.

‘Too right, we even don’t know whether we eventually do qualify with eight draws!’
‘“Why eight draws?’

‘Because, I'mtrying to think of as many things starting with WED as possible’, said Michael.
“You One Eyed Dog!" said Hardy, staring surredly at Jaz.

‘One doesn’t start with a WI’

‘“Whatever, Dude!’, muttered Hardy.

‘I'll put you out of your misery, you wild-eyed devil!” said Jaz to Hardy.

“You Wouldn’'t Even Dare!’ replied Hardy, picking up one of his sticks.

‘C’mon, you know, it is World Environment Day!” said Jaz, getting to the point at last, ‘that’s why we
came on one bike'.

‘Bikes don’'t mess up the environment!” replied Freddy, laughing, ‘you can bike as much as you like.



Just don’t drive cars!’

‘Well that’s OK for us, isn't it!’

‘“Wow! It's hot today!” said Hardy, taking off his Chelsea hooded top.

‘Yes! Global warming, you see...” said Jaz.

‘Well, itisJune’, said Freddy, ‘it usually is hot in June!’

Jaz reeled off a bunch of figures about how the earth was warming up by so many percent, how the
levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere are the highest for 600,000 years, and how we are throwing

away too much rubbish, so the icecaps are melting.

Hardy got out his lunch box, opened his packet of crisps, emptied them out, and lobbed the empty packet
into the bushes. He winked at Freddy, who smiled. Jaz exploded.

‘Don't drop that! Don’t even throw it away! Recycleit! We can useit again!’
‘So whereisthis World Environment Day anyway?' said Hardy, picking up the packet.

‘Well, it'severywhere, isn't it? Itisall around us. The forest here, the sky, the sun, the moon, the
stars, the oceans. We just have to look after it.’

‘My sandwiches are volcanic!” said Wil suddenly, biting into alarge hunk of rough brown bread.

‘I think you mean organic, bro’, replied Freddy, ‘organic. It means the farmersdon’t put any
chemicals on them'.

‘Very good’, said Jaz, ‘ Tastes better too!”’

‘Mmm, you'reright’, said Wil, spitting out alittle mud, and pulling some grass out from between his
teeth.

Hardy was still tapping. Quite rhythmically. Different patterns. Freddy gave in eventually,

‘Great tapping H. Gives me an idea actually’.

*kkk*x
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‘Great tapping H. Gives me an idea actually’.

—

Wednesday night. England’ s must-win game against the mighty Estonia.
Freddy and Wil had planned a sleepover at their house.

‘Hardy always wants to do sleepovers, doesn’t he?’

‘“Well, yes, but maybe that’s because he doesn’t really have anyone to talk to, most of the time, does
he?

‘No. Except that cousin of his'.

“Which cousin?

‘Can’t remember hisname. Cool guy. Small’.
‘Hmmm..’

They were al piled in the same bed.

WEell, not all of them, but Wil, Freddy, and Hardy were spread out over a huge double bed, and Michael
was getting ready to join them, putting on his favourite football pyjamas.

‘Shhhh!” hesaid, ‘it’s about to start!’

Asthe national anthems faded away, and the little radio crackled slightly under the strain of the noises
coming from the stadium in Tallin, the commentators began describing the kick-off.

‘| always watch the football at my place’, said Hardy, looking scornfully at the radio.

‘Yes, well, sorry, you'll just haveto listen to it, here, we don’t have that kind of posh TV', said Wil
apologetically.

‘It’s sometimes better on the radio, anyway’, said Freddy.

‘How can it be better?’ said Hardy, ‘ have you seen those replays on Sky, where they do that ‘ whoosh’
thing, then the instant replay, then the split screen, the split sound. And the commentators, professional,
smooth, cool. And Andy Gray.’

‘“Well, open your ears!’

Hardy looked at Freddy asif he was mad.



‘No, listen, and imagine being there!’

They all lay still for afew minutes, trying to conjure up the image of their beloved England playing so
far away.

‘“You'reright', said Hardy, hiseyestightly shut, ‘| can really imagineit, long throw in, onto Crouch’s
head, then JoJo Cole onto the chest like he did against Swveden in the World Cup, then...GOAL!"

“You're not imagining that, we' ve scored!”.

All hell broke loose in the bedroom.

Freddy jumped up in one movement, so that he was standing on the bed, then took a flying leap onto
Hardy, who was still lying with his eyes shut. Not for long though, as Freddy’ s full weight landed on
him. He opened his eyes with a start.

‘Hey! Ow! That hurt! *

Wil decided that attacking something or someone was obviously the only way to celebrate. So he
attacked Michael, who had started to get up. Not content with pulling him back down, Wil also started
bashing Michael with one of the pillows.

‘Yes! One-Nil! Football’s coming home!” said Michadl.

Or rather he said *Esh! Wunnil! Foopall’s cubbig obe!’ through the mouthful of cushion Wil had given
him.

They settled down again to listen to the rest of the half.
As the half-time whistle went, footsteps. Coming up the stairs. Coming closer. They straightened the
duvet out as much as they could, arranged themselves into four straight lines, and started whistling

innocently. A stray feather settled on Wil’s nose. He stuffed the pillow under himself to conceal it.

He whistled alittle louder, turning his mouth upwards as far as he could, whilst still whistling, to try to
dislodge the feather.

No luck.

The feather, which had been perching elegantly on his nose, seemed to have worked its way round to his
nostril. There was no way he could avoid it now.

Achoo! he sneezed a sneeze like no other. One of those sneezes that jolts your whole body.
AsWil’swhole body jolted, so the pillow they had been fighting with was compressed. Quickly,
violently, so that the two ends of it split, almost at the same time, sending feathers and dust flying out
from beneath Wil’ s back in two opposite directions. It looked like he himself had split open at the

waist.

Wil and Freddy’ s mother entered the room.



‘OK, boys, lights out now!” she busied herself with plumping up the duvet, plumping up the remaining
pillows, and wondering in the half light of the room, what all those itchy things were she kept brushing
up against.

‘But Mum, you said we could listen to the football’, protested Freddy.

“You did listen to it’, said his mother, jabbing at various switches on the radio until it went silent, ‘it's
too late now, go to sleep boys'.

‘Aw Mum...
‘| said, go to sleep, goodnight!”
‘Thisis even better!” said Hardy from beneath the duvet.

‘Eh, what?" said Michael, who in the darkness had got round the wrong way and was now becoming
disorientated by the overwhelming smell of Hardy’ s feet.

Hardy had sneaked the radio off the table, and had turned it back on very quietly. Pressed to his ear,
only he could hear it, but at least he could relay the newsto the others.

‘Sill one-nil to England, but it sounds like they' re playing well. Oh, here’s a chance, Beckham with
the first time cross into Crouch, and, and.. .they’ ve scored!’

‘Yesss!” said Freddy, subconciously clenching his fist under the bedclothes, and then consciously using
it to thump his brother.

‘“What was that for?” moaned Wil.
‘Just celebrating!” said Freddy sarcastically.

Michael, his head now just poking out from the right end of the bedclothes said,
‘umm...eh... what?’, very quietly.

Hardy continued his commentary for afew more minutes.

Michael snored extravagantly.

Wil said quietly, ‘thisisa really exciting match, isn'tit’.

No-one answered.

Wil snored expansively.

‘Another goal!” whispered Hardy, ‘and another brilliant Beckham cross!’

“How do you know it was brilliant, you can’'t seeit!’



‘| canimagineit, just like you said! Three-nil, not bad. Oh, wait a minute, they're bringing on
Kieron!’

‘Hey, | like Dyer, he looks like me!’ said Freddy drowsily, ‘can | listen for a bit?’
‘Sure, here, take the radio, you need to hold it close'.
Freddy took the radio from Hardy and lay down on the bed with it flattened against hisright ear.

Hardy, lying between the prostrate figures of Michael and Wil, waited for the commentary to come from
Freddy.

Nothing.

Freddy snored massively.

‘Hey, give me back my radio if you not going to listen to it!" said the last remaining awake person.

‘I said, give me back my daddio, if you really didn’t missit!’

And afew seconds later...

‘| read about a lady-o, a lady-o, a lady...SNORE!"’

With the radio buzzing in the background, the four tired friends drifted off to their assorted lands of nod.
But one dream stood out.

Freddy, standing on a platform somewhere. Or was it astage? That’sright, astage! Lots of people.
Hundreds. Maybe thousands. Waving and shouting. Freddy waving back. And bowing. And behind

him, just like yesterday. Hardy’sincessant drum-drum-drumming...
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And behind him, just like yesterday. Hardy’sincessant drum-drum-drumming...
—

‘Burghhh!  Werghhh! Mah! Eeek! Help!’

Hardy sat straight up in bed. His eyeswere still tight shut.

‘What was that?' he said.

He flopped straight back down again. Eyes still firmly shut.

‘“What was THAT? said Freddy, rubbing his eyes. He looked around vaguely, shielding his eyes from
the morning sun that was drifting through the window.

Three silent, sleeping people next to him.

Freddy was on the edge of the big bed, and realised that he was actually clinging to the side to stop
himself falling off. In fact, the duvet, which was tucked in at the side underneath him, was keeping him
in. Helevered himself upwards and crawled back onto the sleeping surface. His head throbbed with too
little sleep, too much dreaming, too much drumming.

Still, there was not much room.

Michael was now comprehensively wedged between Wil, who was lying flat as a flatworm, his arms and
legs splayed out in a horizontal star jump, and Hardy, who was now the opposite, curled up tightly into a
ball, his head jabbed into Michael’s side. Michael was sleeping. Freddy could see the rise and fall of
his stomach as he breathed.

Suddenly, Hardy uncurled himself with aviolent lurch, and sat up again. He raised his hands up asiif
protecting his (still shut) eyes against the sunlight.

‘No, | can’t stand it...too bright...noooo!’
He flopped right down again, thistime slightly uncurled, draped over Michael’ s feet.

Michael involuntarily lashed out with hisright foot, landing akick hard onto Hardy’ sthigh. Hiseyes
opened.

‘“What was that? he said again, looking round with wild goggle eyes. Michael’s foot, and the rest of
Michael, was utterly still. Totally innocent-looking. Hardy sat straight on the bed, his head in his hands.

‘Freddy...you awake?' he just about managed to get the words out through his tiredness and through his
cupped hands.

‘Yeh...you OK?...I had aweird dream...all this noise and stuff...



‘Oh...oh...oh...I had a nightmare, areal nightmare...” Hardy buried his head deeper into his hands, as
if trying to escape something.

‘What wasiit like?’

‘Oh, don’t make me talk about it, please!’

Freddy thought that Hardy actually seemed very distressed.
‘It was all these bright lights.. flashing...moving...dancing...’
“You really don’t need to talk about it, you know’.

‘OK, I won't, but...

‘But what?’

‘It was all these bright lights.. .flashing...moving...dancing, forming shapes and patternsin front of my
eyes. First thisway, then that, | was blinded, | was deafened, | was...| was...’

He sat straight up, then jumped off the bed.

‘...l was dancing, like this...aaghhh!” hejagged this way and that, moving his armsin stiff little circles,
then hislegsin rectangular patterns, then all limbs randomly...’ then these colours.. .bright yellows with
little green edges, vivid reds with pink borders.. .then finally this horrible, horrible...

‘What? Goon!’

‘...thishorrible, horrible, pink colour, impaled on the top of Big Ben, like random shapes, gradually
forming into this pink pile of blocks'.

It slowly dawned on Freddy what his friend was talking about.
‘That was no dream, mate, that’sreal!’

‘Real ?

‘That’ s the new Olympic logo, for two thousand and twelve!’

‘Really? I'll be, let’s see, sixteen then. I’'mgoing to enter. One hundred metres. You should see me
go!” Hardy took up a sprinter’s starting position.

‘In your dreams, mate!” said Michael, rubbing sleep out of his eyes.
‘No!, don’t remind me of my dreams...aaghhh!’

*kkk*x

‘“Well | dreamed about one of my parents’, said Michael, waking up, dreamily.



“Which one?’

‘“Well, | can’t really remember, it was like a cross between my Mum, my Dad, my Grandad, Uncle Bob,
and Aunty Selina’ ..

‘Sounds like a monster ...

‘No, it was definitely a parent...’

Freddy turned to hisfriend.

‘Parentsaren’t like that really, are they?’

‘Oh no, thiswas a good dream. | was lying in bed, surrounded by all the cuddliest cuddly toys you’ ve
ever seen. This strange mixed up adult came into my room, and said * Good Morning, Michael dear’,
how areyou?’. It slowly drew back the curtains and said ‘Is this too bright for you?’, and then ‘it’s
time for school now...." | said, ’aw no, it's much too early’, and the mysterious parent said, oh, OK,
dear, that’ s fine, you have another hour in bed, you can go to school late and I’ [l write a note to your
teacher. I'msure shewon’t mind'.

‘This sounds pretty unlikely’, said Freddy.

‘There’'smore. | drifted off to sleep and when | woke up again, it was ten o’ clock in the morning. The
strange being was there again, carrying a big tray full of breakfast things. It said, ‘I’ ve brought you
your favourites, crisps, coca-cola, and I’ ve spread your sandwiches extra thick with chocolate spread! |
do hope you enjoy it!’

‘That sounds like the best dream ever!’

‘“Well, actually it all got a bit much. By the end | was feeling sort of sick’.

‘Well, I'mfeeling sick just listening to it’, said Hardy dismissively

Wil sort of woke up, then started babbling.

‘Eeaowwm!’ His head tossed to theright. ‘ Rrrrooom!” His head tossed to the left. He repeated these
sounds and movements several times.

‘“Wow, he's having a nasty dreamtoo...I” said Hardy.
‘Actually, | think he’s OK’, replied Freddy.

What was Wil dreaming about?

*kkk*x
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‘Actually, | think he’' s OK’, replied Freddy.

What was Wil dreaming about?

*kkk*x

‘Eeaowwm!’, said Wil again, amad smile crossing his face.

‘Rrrrooom!” , he said, then ‘Yess!’, as he lifted hisarmsin dreamy triumph. He sat up and looked
around, arms still in the air.

‘Morning, Bro’, said Freddy, ‘you OK?’

‘Yes, I ve just had this amazing dream!’

‘Sounds like you werein pain!’ said Hardy, ‘in fact, | bet | know what you were dreaming about!”’
‘Bet you don’t!’

‘I think you wer e playing football, were running down the wing, then this HUGE defender came up to

you and instead of going for the ball he lunged at you, and took your legs from under you. You were
badly injured and they put you in an ambulance and drove you to hospital. On the way, the ambulance
was driving really fast, going round a corner like this, eeaowwm!, and then round another corner like
this, rrrrooom!, and then they got you in the operating theatre, they put you on the operating table, gave
you some kind of injection...you looked up...and there was a doctor, in a white coat, with a big white mask
over hisface. You could seein his eyes he was smiling madly...he reached behind him and picked up this
massive...and you screamed Eeaowwm!, three nurses held you down and you screamed Rrrrooom!...and
then you woke up!’

‘I don’t think he would have woken up with a smile on hisface!’, said Michael, ‘1 think it was more of a
cool dream, about football...’

‘Maybe...", said Wil. Michael continued,

‘I think you were playing for Lancaster Road, but you’ d bought these special boots which gave you
secret powers. You were playing on the wing, you picked up the ball in your own half of the pitch, and
you took off. The special boots gave you super powers, and you shot off down the wing Eeaowwm!, cut
inside the defender, and with a mighty Rooommm!, the ball screamed into the net, burst through the net
and flew into the crowd’.

The four of them sat there for awhile, laughing at the crazy dreams. Freddy was quiet.

| know my brother, he thought. | think the noises he was making, and the tossing of his head from left to
right, were about driving. | think hewasdriving. And if I know himwell, I think he wasin a race of
some sort. He was dreaming of being aracing driver. And if I know my brother, thought Freddy
carefully, he would dream about a racing driver that was cool and calm and young. And who looked a
bit like him!



‘Lewis Hamilton?' said Freddy, tapping his brother on the shoulder. Wil looked round at him, smiling
in amazement.

“You got it!" said Wil, before adding, *...but, how did you get it?’

‘I know you well’, said Freddy, laughing.

‘It wasamazing. | wasin thiscar at the front of the race. | could see the other cars behind me. | just
drove and drove and drove, round and round. | could see thousands of people waving at me, cheering,
screaming. But all | could hear was Eeaowwm!, Rrroom!, Eeaowwm! Rrooom! And then, at the end, |
saw this black and white flag, and when | stopped and got out of the car, people were jumping on me,
patting me on the back, smiling and laughing'.

‘That was a cool dream alright! And most of it was true. Hamilton won hisfirst race on Sunday!’
“Wow, cool!” said Wil.

‘Let’'sget up!’, said Hardy, ‘I’ ve got a problemtoday’.

‘“What’ s your problem?

‘“Well, my cousin is coming over, and he's...well...really...kind of nice...but...well, he'salso...really...kind of
annoying.’

‘He s your cousin, how come he's so annoying?’

‘“Well, for a start, he' sthe son of my mad Auntie Hardy...’

‘Aunty Hardy?’

‘I told you she was mad. Her real name’s Harriet, but she calls herself Hardy!’
‘OK, and what’ s so annoying about her son?’

‘Ermm....he' stoo young!’, said Hardy desperately.

‘That’s no reason to find him annoying! said Wil, ‘I’myoung, and I'm not annoying, am1?" Wil
flicked Hardy’ s ear a couple of times, annoyingly.

‘OK, so he’s a bit young, but also, | don’t know...’
‘“What?’

‘He'sjust a bit too cool !’

“How can you be TOO cool?” said Wil.

‘“Wait until you meet him', said Hardy.

‘OK, what’shisname?’ replied Freddy.



‘Oh that’s annoying too!’, said Hardy, ‘ he calls himself Lil” Jimi!’
‘Well, if he'sa bit small, it's OK to call yourself Little’, said Freddy.
‘No, that’sjust it, it'snot Little, it's Lil. Just...you know...annoying!’
‘Well’, said Freddy, ‘let’s go and meet him!’

*kkk*

They strolled over to Hardy’ s house later that morning. Asthey walked from the park up the lane to the
big house, they were passed by a brightly coloured van, its windows blacked out and decorated with
different coloured flowers and patterns.

‘That’sthem...” said Hardy, kicking idly at the ground, ‘they’ ve arrived'.
Asthey got closer to the house, the van came back towards them, music blaring from its stereo. It
passed them and disappeared off down towards town. They walked on, and the big house came into

view.

Sitting on the step, one rucksack and one long black case beside him, Hardy’ s cousin. Baseball cap
perched on his head, tipped to one side.

‘“YoH!" hecried, ‘Long time no see, how'sit going?’

‘See... muttered Hardy, ‘annoying!’

*kkkk*k
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Sitting on the step, one rucksack and one long black case beside him, Hardy' s cousin. Baseball cap
perched on his head, tipped to one side.

‘YoH!" hecried, ‘Long time no see, how's it going?’

‘See... muttered Hardy, ‘annoying!’

*kkk*

Hardy went and pushed against the heavy front door to his house. The door, made of solid oak, creaked
satisfyingly as he pushed against it, and it swung open on its rusty hinges. Creaking and squeaking. The
boys followed Hardy through the door, followed by Jimi, struggling behind with his cases.

Hardy’ s house was something else.

Across the park from where the others lived, Hardy’ s house was at the end of along lane, lined with
mature trees. Asthe lane approached the house, it widened out into a grassy areaand a gravel
driveway. Both the drive and the lawn had seen better days, but the house itself was strangely beautiful
in an imposing sort of way.

The sort of house that would look good on a dark night, with the moon outlining the chimneys, and a
couple of bats flitting around above it, thought Freddy, as they entered the big hallway.

Compared to their own house, Hardy’ s place was like amansion. Wil and Freddy came here quite
often, but it never felt like somewhere you wanted to stay very long. Hardy’s Mum and Dad were rarely
at home, and Hardy himself usually seemed pleased to be somewhere else. The big difference between
Hardy’ s place and their own, was the noise. Back in Lancaster Road the houses were close together,
there were always people around, noises from cars running up and down the road, children playing,
music in the distance.

But not at Hardy’ s hou