

[image: cover]








[image: alt]





















[image: ]




























For ‘Scott’


 


The mate who very nearly made it through the madness and the bullshit and never asked for a fucking thing in return
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FOREWORD


By Mrs TSF





People often ask me what it’s like to be a WAG; but I don’t consider myself to be a person who is defined by an acronym made up by a journalist – even if I do know what they mean. In his early books my husband, the Secret Footballer – an idea that he came up with – lifted the lid on how the world of football really works. I read those books and, personally, I came away feeling that they were only the tip of the iceberg – but then apparently I don’t understand brand building. Although the first books are certainly informative about the real workings of the football world, and a lot of fun, they are to my mind, given what I’ve witnessed, pretty tame, and I told him that. So he said he’d write the book that I wanted to read, and reveal all the things he said he had protected me from: the things I was better off not knowing. I’d just have to deal with it once it was released.


When people ask me what it’s like to be a WAG, it doesn’t even occur to me that what they really want to know is how many pairs of shoes I have, what car I drive, how many bedrooms there are in my house, and what Coleen is like (I don’t know, by the way). I tell them to read this book. If you really want a snapshot of what it has been like to be married to a footballer, wondering whether he is going to be on the front page of the Sun on Monday morning rather than the back, worrying if some people are going to turn up at our front door because he has got in the way of a deal somewhere, read this book. This is the book that will really open your eyes to what I have been dealing with for 15 years: the violence, the threats, the women, the debauchery and the intense mood-swings. This is the book that I wanted him to write from day one. It isn’t pretty – in fact, it’s everything that I thought it would be and ultimately dreaded – but it is this book that gives me closure.


I think the most impressive thing is that he got out alive. As I stand here today I can honestly tell you, with my hand on my heart, that there were a couple of occasions when I went to bed and I really did not expect to see him ever again when I woke up the next morning. Everything about the game seemed to add to the toll for him rather than improve the situation. Every time a new experience came along it seemed to ratchet up the pressure on him, because he was always the player that the club used as its poster boy.


And then there are the injuries. Since the introduction I wrote for his last book he has managed to crack another rib and put his tooth through his top lip. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen anybody with their tooth sticking through their top lip, but it’s one of those curious things that is both horrifying and humorous at the same time.


It has never been the case that he thinks he’s right about everything. It’s more that, if he does something then it will be his way or no way. This isn’t because he has an unshakable belief that his way is the right way – rather, he has an unshakable belief that teaching and training primarily serve to restrain a person’s natural instinct for the way that something should be done. And there is a naivety in that belief which manifests itself in a creative output that ensures his uniqueness, honesty and integrity. All of his coaches in football told him that they couldn’t coach him because he played in such a way that seemed to galvanise the entire team – he’d play passes or take up positions that were not like anything you’d ever coach a player who had come through a youth team or an academy.


And when he started writing his columns for the Guardian it was the same. I can remember Paul Johnson, the deputy editor of the paper, saying to him, ‘It’s a different style of writing. You’d never train a journalist this way, that’s what makes it so good.’ He lives for comments like that; he loves the fact that he can turn his hand to something and hold his own. That’s how he feels about football: he’s an outsider coming in and he’s actually doing it, in his own way, as well as anyone else, while everyone else is left scratching their head asking, ‘How?’


When he signed for his first big team, an ex-England player who was already at the club did an interview, with the local paper no less, in which he said that if the club wanted to do anything significant then it should not be signing players from the lower leagues.


He probably won’t thank me for telling you the story because it’s so well known, but a few years later when that player had retired and become a pundit he inevitably had to cover his former team – football always throws up uncomfortable scenarios like that. At that point my husband was having a great season and the club were on the verge of making history. My husband’s ex-teammate came running up to him in front of all the Sky cameras and all the people who hang around the tunnel on a match day and tried to hug him, as if they were long-lost friends. My husband stepped back, looked him dead in the eye, and said, ‘I think you might be beneath me, I’m afraid.’ It was a metaphor for what each had achieved during their time at the same club. My husband left as one of the best players in the club’s history, his head held high, untouchable by any player before or since – but not just for his prowess on the field; it was the respect for the way he led the fans into battle. They felt that they were following him; everybody did. As long as my husband was walking out of the tunnel on to the pitch, then the club had a great chance of success. That’s how he felt, and people all around the city bought into him. And, ultimately, he ended up pulling off that faith in the most spectacular way.


As with all people who are on the edge, just about in control of themselves, he has crossed the line and done some things that he isn’t proud about. He regrets calling Dietmar Hamann a Nazi (he then swapped shirts with him, something that he holds Hamann in the highest esteem for), but he doesn’t regret calling Michael Ballack a Nazi because he’s convinced that Ballack continually tried to elbow him after an argument that he’d had with another player. Though, as it happens, I feel like I should apologise for what he said to the other player too.


But when the Secret Footballer is over, it won’t have been for him, or me, or our children, or our bank balance. It will have been for you. It’s entertainment. Give the public what they want, entertain them, that’s what he wants. That’s how he was as a player. He could have played in the Premier League for 10 years, but he hated it and decided that he’d be happier writing books about it. You have to admire that: there aren’t many people left who will forfeit riches and fame for entertainment alone.


But deep down I know that he loves football. He has loved football all his life in some capacity. I remember when we first met and we talked about our schools. Our mothers both worked as school dinner ladies and I remember asking him what his favourite dinner was. He said that he made his mum put him on packed lunches so that he could eat it in class before the break and have the full lunch hour to play football.


If you contrast the innocence of that to where a life of playing football would eventually take him, the difference is night and day; but even in those moments it was a journey, an adventure for me, something that none of the people I grew up with have ever had the chance to experience – and I’m a better person for it. The Secret Footballer has a way about him that can infuriate and exasperate, but everything that happens to us as a result of the things he does is a life experience that is a thousand times more interesting than what happens in the town where I grew up.


And from the moment he began playing professionally, I was only ever interested in what my husband was doing on the pitch. The curious thing for me is that it wasn’t like that for the other wives and girlfriends. At his first big club I’d sit with the WAGs and they’d be pointing to the pitch and saying, ‘Thierry looks good today.’ Or, ‘Oh, I heard a story about Rio,’ before they’d all start gossiping about it. That never made any sense to me. Our husbands were out there playing, running themselves into the ground, putting their teeth through their lips and so on, and these women were talking about the other team. In fact, I don’t think I ever heard one reference to anyone on our own team until one of them scored – and then, depending on the goalscorer, the wife would get up and strut around the executive box like a peacock.


During one game a big player was sent off for the other side after a bad tackle, and one of the wives turned round to me and said, ‘Oh my God, did you see that?’ And I said that I’d missed it because I was watching my husband. ‘But the ball was down the other end of the pitch!’ she replied, incredulously.


That tells you everything you need to know about how we live our lives and how my husband approaches football. I have absolutely no interest in the ball, because the ball only ever does what it’s told. And where’s the excitement in that?

















INTRODUCTION





Night-time. A stadium. The PA crackles into life. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we all know why we are here tonight … [a tsunami of cheers] so please, please, please, because he is our leader, because he is the one that José calls “Special”, and because he is one moody bastard, please give it up for … the Secret Footballer.’


Delirious standing ovation. Faces shining and upturned. A cult at boiling point. A man appears on stage. In silhouette, but ripped and buff. You can tell that he is the essence of sex. Raw power.


‘Thank you! Thank you! Now stop! Please take your seats, ladies and germs. Enough with the cheering and the clapping. Enough. The bouquets? Really? What about my allergies? Fuckers …


‘Now listen. Throughout the life of the Secret Footballer you have always had the truth [more cheering]. You’ve had a perspective on football that nobody would ever have given you in a million years.’


Standing O. Stewards uneasy.


‘There are three reasons for that: one, the players who have the most to say generally don’t need to say anything thanks to the wages that they have been earning …’


‘Amen to that,’ say the crowd.


‘Two, they simply wouldn’t have come up with the idea, and even if they had they couldn’t have executed it.’


‘Praise the Lord,’ say the crowd.


‘And three, they don’t want you to know a fucking thing about their life, and especially the shit that they’ve been up to throughout their career.’


‘Hallefuckinglujah!!!!’ Crowd erupts. Stewards lose control. Thousands of mobile phones carrying pictures of lit candles are held aloft. The Secret Footballer turns his back to the crowd, takes a quick selfie of secret self with the cliff-face of candles behind same self, then leaves the stage one last time.


Don’t mourn.


The Secret Footballer will live on thanks to the website that I’ve set up. I will write about football because I am resigned to the fact that I will never get away from it, and it will never get away from me. When all is said and done and the pot that I used to piss in has been carted off and melted down for scrap, I actually know what I’m talking about.


A great manager once said to me, ‘TSF, do you know what the best thing about football is? Everybody gets a chance to express his own opinion about what we do … And do you know what the worst thing about football is? Every one of those arseholes can’t wait to tell you what that fucking opinion is.’


Let’s go back to the beginning and the education that makes TSF the only other infallible footballing deity outside the Neville family.


When I was a non-league footballer, my manager at the time told me that he’d got me a trial with Millwall. Non-league managers do that. They know that the best young players have absolutely no clue as to what is going on above their heads and, as a result, they will swallow any old rubbish fed to them by their manager. In my case, I was told by my manager – a former player – that he’d been on the phone to everyone telling them that they had to come down to watch this kid who was doing really well in non-league. The rumours had gone to my head, and in one game I had taken a black marker pen and written ‘£10m’ on my chest on the off-chance that I scored and could whip my shirt over my head during the game.


The reality was that Millwall had been watching me for a while and had approached my manager to ask who represented me. Obviously at that level nobody was filling the role of an agent, and at the time I was earning £30 a week. Even though I was ‘on contract’, some of my teammates were earning £100 a week but, of course, I didn’t know that. My manager took it upon himself to represent me, and I went to Millwall on a week’s trial.


Before I’d even got there, things didn’t go well. I was given two phone numbers. One was the number of a fellow player with whom I’d be travelling and staying in north Bromley, which is where you will find Millwall’s training ground, and the other number was that of the Millwall manager, Mark McGhee. I was told to ring the number of my fellow player so that we could agree our travel arrangements. Tragically, I got the numbers mixed up and rang the wrong person, twice. I repeatedly abused what I thought was the father of the other player when he refused to put his son on the phone, claiming that nobody by that name lived at the address. I thought he was taking the piss out of me.


Twenty minutes later, and with me scratching my head at why the number I’d been given hadn’t married up with the person I’d been led to believe would answer, my phone rang. When I answered, a voice said, ‘Hello, TSF, this is Mark McGhee. I think you’ve got off to a very bad start, don’t you?’


My arsehole fell out and rolled across the floor. Keep in mind that for a kid who had yet to arrive on the professional scene, this was a man who had won the European Cup Winners’ Cup with Aberdeen by beating none other than Real Madrid in the final 2–1. He had, I later learned, set up the winning goal with a cross from the left. The following season, he won the European Super Cup, against Hamburg, scoring in the second leg.


He hadn’t won any Mr Congeniality contests though. This was football, but at a level that I’d never dreamed I’d need to comprehend.


Because of that balls-up I was on the back foot the moment I got to Millwall. McGhee hardly talked to me, and his coach, Steve Gritt, who had organised my arrival and accommodation, was little better. Someone I did see from time to time was Ray Harford, a local legend with Luton and a fella who was trying to play the role of coach but couldn’t help telling you everything he knew about the game while being a thoroughly decent guy in the process. He died of lung cancer not long afterwards, aged just 58.


Just prior to Ray’s passing, Millwall were a very decent team. They had great wingers such as Paul Ifill and Steven Reid, and hard men like David Livermore and Matt Lawrence, while their centre-halves – Stuart Nethercott, Sean Dyche and David Tuttle – had been around and knew their stuff. None of them wanted to talk to me – none of them except one player, a friendly Ozzie by the name of Tim Cahill. Cahill was something of a fans’ favourite and he’d invite me out to lunch or to play snooker when training had finished. Sometimes we’d just hang out and play video games – he beat me at snooker by the way, and I formed the impression that he played a lot of it. He was maybe lonely, being as he was so far from home, but even so he was a top man. I made a point of shaking his hand every time I played against him thereafter. Those occasions included games in which we both tried to leave a mark on each other. Still, they almost always ended in an embrace. Tim Cahill is a gentleman and someone I would have a beer with any time – especially if he ever invites me to New York.


The Millwall team was supplemented with decent young kids from the Millwall youth team, and the New Den, as you can imagine, was hostile. Up front, Millwall had a player called Neil Harris, who was scoring goals left, right and centre. Neil Harris wasn’t allowed to train in case he got injured, which I now know is a ridiculous notion.


Neil was my first motivational tool. He was probably just high on confidence and safe in the knowledge that the fans loved him, but his demeanour, his face, everything about him made me want to knock him right off his fucking perch. He looked like a fat accountant who didn’t know what he was doing, not at all like a footballer. He spoke as if he owned the fucking training ground, and he told stories that weren’t funny – not to me, anyway, but everyone else laughed at them wholeheartedly. They called him a ‘bubble wrap’ player, somebody the manager didn’t want injured at any cost. I now know that bubble wrap players are as rare an occurrence as Martin Keown saying something insightful on Match of the Day. Harris is probably a good lad, as far as I know, and he certainly knew where the goal was – he seemed to score without trying, which is an art in itself. But from that first day, he became the establishment in my mind, somebody to take on.


Needless to say, I didn’t get the gig at Millwall, but another team had shown an interest. That team would go on to sign me because my non-league manager and the manager of the league club knew each other and had no doubt come to an arrangement. That’s not uncommon at all. Indeed, it’s how nine-tenths of the deals from non-league to league football happen. I didn’t care, of course. I was in, and I was determined to make sure that, in as quick a time as possible, everybody knew my name.


When you are naive about something, be that football or anything else, you can only approach it in a very rudimentary, basic manner. That’s how I approached professional football, and I played the game in exactly the same way as I did in the streets where I’d come from. I played the game in the way I had played it with my friends. No rules. No education. No etiquette. Best player wins.


Then a curious thing happened once I was signed by my first professional club: my fellow footballers, my teammates, laughed at me. I wasn’t a kid. But when I ran for every ball and tackled anything that moved, and kissed the badge (yes, I did kiss the badge from time to time) they talked about me as if I was a teacher’s pet who had no idea how to play ‘proper’ football. I wouldn’t last five minutes. Some of them tried to bully me, until they realised that I bit back. One particular crowning moment came when we were eating our pre-match meal in a hotel. I was wearing a beanie hat, and one of the older pros, sitting on the older pros’ table, told me to take it off at the dinner table. Everybody on the table stared at me. I kept it on. He kept telling me to take it off. Soon the whole squad was looking at me. It was their idea of banter – let’s see if we can get this guy to do what we tell him. I looked him dead in the eye and told him to come and take it off my head. For most people around me, it was the first thing I think they’d ever heard me say, and it was a big, big moment. We carried on eating our dinner. My beanie hat stayed where it had been when we first sat down.


Stupid stuff. Sometimes they’d pose a question out loud. I’d answer and that would piss them off. If they had ever wanted to know the answer they certainly didn’t want to hear it from me. In dressing rooms you never stick your head up above the parapet like that. If a senior player is asking a question out loud he is merely demonstrating that this is a question that nobody knows the answer to.


But I wasn’t even trying to be clever. I just happened to know the answer more often than not. I’d shout it out, and the conversation would continue as if nobody had heard anything. I vividly remember the squad sat down to dinner in the canteen one day, staring at the one TV that we had hanging off the prefab wall. It was always tuned to Sky Sports News, and back then adverts encouraging you to take loans out – even if you’d been turned down before – were rife. During one such advertisement, the captain asked nobody in particular, ‘What the fuck are CCJs?’ Without looking up, I replied, ‘County court judgements.’ I recall that he looked at me – an upstart – with utter contempt, and for a time my life got harder. I wasn’t being clever, and I don’t consider somebody who knows the answer to a lot of stuff about life as being particularly intelligent. Knowledge back then was born of necessity – if you didn’t understand certain things that affected your class then you were fucked. But it made an immediate impression on everybody in the room. I was different. I’d been somewhere before – they weren’t sure where, exactly, and that made them nervous.


I realised that the ritual was about keeping me in my place, but I wasn’t interested in playing along. They’d call it ‘paying your dues’. I hadn’t paid my dues in professional football. Fine. I’d call what went on a short-sighted, half-arsed form of bullying, really.


Let me tell you the run of the before, the during and the after of that early football education. At first they laughed. The thought of a new nobody coming into their dressing room and into their team was so strange to them that their only response could be to laugh. Then when the ‘nobody’ did well on the pitch it wasn’t so funny. They became jealous. This was counter to everything they had been taught when they started out in the academy, not long after they were potty-trained. His dues! His dues! He hasn’t paid his dues!


I kept doing well. Then they resented themselves for not being the first among the squad to spot a player in their midst. There would have been dressing-room kudos on offer if one of them had seen the point of my existence. The jealousy congealed into disdain. What was worse was that they had to answer honestly when the media asked them to comment on how well I was doing.


I could feel their pain. There are few things worse than a journalist who wants a soundbite from the main man about a kid he has absolutely no interest in drawing attention to. It dents the ego. Ambushed by hacks with tape recorders, they would listen to a chorus of, ‘What about this new lad, this TSF? He looks like a player, doesn’t he?’ The older pro wants to scream, ‘No, he isn’t a real player, he fucking scampers after the ball the whole time and he chases every tackle like a dog after a stick – and listen, why are you asking me about him? What’s he done? He’s just a fucking kid. I’m the guy standing in front of you. Let’s talk about me again. Remember that goal I scored six years ago? Let’s talk about that one again. Fuck him. Anyway, between you and me, he hasn’t paid his dues – and he’s a big fucking know-it-all.’


They couldn’t say that, though. With no other choice, they had to be the professional: ‘Yeah, he’s settled in really well. The lads really like him. He’s got a long way to go, but if he keeps working hard … blah, blah, blah.’


When I was sold to a much bigger club I deliberately lost contact with them.


Forgive your enemies, they say.


Keep their addresses and keep the notes you made, I say.


In the years that followed I would, of course, bump into some of those guys here and there. They all, to a man, asked me to help them out or to be associated with them in some way. Some just wanted me to follow them on Instagram; some asked if I could do a presentation for their kid’s youth team. Others offered me discounts for products from businesses that they had started or worked for, usually jewellery or cars. I remember conservatories being a product I was urged to invest in for humanitarian reasons.


And each time I declined. The worst offenders I even strung along for a little while – just for a bit of added vengeance.


Yes, go on, say it. The bigger man would extend his hand and let bygones be bygones. I hear you. But the world doesn’t work like that, I’m afraid – and the football world certainly doesn’t run on love. I can be a horrible bastard. I made my bed long ago. I’m quite prepared to give everyone a chance. In fact, my downfall in the past has been as a result of giving too much of myself in return for nothing at all.


I didn’t forget those guys, and I didn’t make myself feel like a hell of a guy by shaking their hands and hugging it all away years later. What I did instead was refuse to pull the ladder up after myself in whatever dressing room I went into. I gave advice and help to any young lad who wanted it.


It’s like this. I don’t care if you played football with me once upon a time. I don’t wear the same rose-tinted glasses as you. I don’t go in for nostalgia like you. Banter isn’t a defence for everything. It’s about the person you were, not the jersey we wore. (With the possible exception of Tim Cahill, of course.) Just because we hugged when you scored or when we won a match against a rival, it doesn’t mean anything. You felt like I was a burden to you at the time when, in fact, I was learning about the type of people I needed to avoid. In the end you didn’t get me, motherfucker. I got you.


So keep ringing the doorbell trying to sell me your double glazing. And I’ll keep gazing down from my ivory tower. After all, you earned it for me.


All this isn’t as bitter as it sounds. It comes back to the education. It comes back to these books. Up until the Secret Footballer series was born, I felt that the canvas upon which football memoirs were constructed was overtly safe. That is to say that most football books involved the same stories of drunkenness, gambling and memories of certain games. They showed a side of football that people knew existed but which didn’t offer any insight into how football was really played. There was a formula, a one-size-fits-all approach to books on football, and none of them actually touched on how the bloody game was played or how players actually live. Everybody you ever played with was ‘a great lad’. Everybody worked hard and played hard. Here’s a few harmless, disinfected stories. That’ll be £16.99 please. I read most of what was on offer and thought, ‘Bullshit.’ To me, football wasn’t like that. Robbie Savage wasn’t a great lad, John Terry wasn’t a great lad, Frank Lampard wasn’t a great lad. They were all different but, to me, all three had different traits about them that made me want to snap them in half on a football pitch.


But it didn’t end there. Sky TV wasn’t the big ugly monster that people thought it was: its money hasn’t ruined football; it has actually enhanced it. Sky TV is, in fact, a great product. And some of the most trusted pundits on our TV screens actually do know what they are talking about. But so much crap had been spoken on a weekly basis that people just think every pundit is full of shit. Today, when I listen to Gary Neville give his expert opinion, I can hear the telltale signs of somebody who knows his stuff, and I hear him talk about the game in a way that I wanted to get across in my first book. He’s brilliant, a breath of fresh air – just goes to show how much shit was out there before.


In my time, some of the tactical nous that went into winning football matches was unlike anything that had ever been heard before; the analytics and the budget were incredible. The way the academy was taught was eye-opening to say the least, and the way that coaches were hired and fired was unlike anything I’d ever read in a biography before. Even the way we partied – if that’s what you really want to hear – was so fucking nuts that we made the bankers look like a kindergarten class, because, ultimately, unlike people in professions who know what they’re doing, footballers have generally given no thought as to whether or not their pension is in place. Or at least when I played, nobody gave a fuck.


When I saw that gap I went for it.


Be honest. Tell it like it is.


From the first moment I wanted to show that a series of books about football could be written in real time, as the player played the game, incorporating how the game evolved and how the player at the centre of the books was dealing with the things that the game threw at him in his personal life.


Accept that premise and there is a perception that football books don’t have to be safe any more. All the old ways of doing things should be null and void; and, if you want to write a football book, you’ll have to come up with something pretty special, because stories of getting pissed three minutes before kick-off are not what people reading football books want to hear any more. George Best did it years ago and it seems we haven’t moved on. People now want to hear about tactics, and talent and genuine insight. Moreover, the name of a top player appearing on the cover is not going to be enough to guarantee the book getting in the charts automatically. Ashley Cole take a bow.


If the Secret Footballer books had been written by a named footballer they’d have won every award going. But how do you put on an expensive awards show where the winner doesn’t turn up and kiss the arses of those who have never written so much as a sentence on professional sport in their lives? You don’t. I know that.


And that is why I’ve sent every award back that I’ve ever won. In some cases the local media took photos of those awards in the bin, in their own office. They wanted to make me look bad. That’s not the idea of an award, is it? And there is no constitutional law that says I have to collect an award. The awards were just bait to get me into the open.


But, at the end of the day, I haven’t written these books for any awards, or individual glory. I wrote these books for you – for readers, for football fans. Authenticity is the key, and without it I’m nothing. This stuff you have in your hands isn’t for show; it’s for real.


So I rose, I peaked and when I came out of the Premier League after a fucking whirlwind that made your head spin, I decided to pit my wits once more against the great and the good of lower-league football. First in the Championship, and then lower and lower. And, the funny thing is, when you come down from the Premier League you find that players in the pre-match line-up will shake your hand ridiculously hard, just like a little kid does when you turn up to a shitty school and they dare each other to shake your hand extra hard. I shake the hands of both the lower-league footballer and the smart-arse kid as hard as I can in return – it surprises them enormously and hurts them too. Bonus.


So I walk down the line and it’s always the same players, the 24- or 25-year-olds playing for this shitty League One or League Two club, just smart enough and old enough to realise that they are stuck here, who want to shake your hand as if to say, ‘Welcome to my world. No one gets out alive.’ They pretend it’s my fault that they never left this ghetto of the game. I just stare at them. I stop the whole procession. I hold everything up. I look at them dead in the eye, even though they are now looking at the next player, until they look back at me. And as soon as they look back at me I know I have them. I know it’s all a ruse. They are bluffers. Semi-tough and stuck with it.


When I walk off the pitch 90 minutes later they are the same guys who ask for my shirt. I give it to them. Am I a fool? No. It serves a purpose. Trying to break my fingers was a misplaced gesture of respect. The next game I have more respect from them, and it’s different from before. They have asked for my jersey. Submission. Admission. They rolled over to show me their soft tummies. I won. Giving my shirt away is the equivalent of taking a scalp. Knowing that my shirt hangs in their lounge is a feeling that gives me perverse pleasure.


In my house, there isn’t a single shirt that hangs on my wall. Not one. I gave them away long ago.


I am the Secret Footballer and all bets from here on in are off.

















1. WINNING





In the last home game of the greatest season in history we were able to climb the stairs that run through the directors’ box at the stadium and continue halfway up the main stand. Let me tell you something, there is nothing like that in football. As a young kid growing up in the eighties I was used to seeing clubs that won trophies on big nights go and parade them to crowds that assembled below them – the team first forming a knot of glory halfway up the main stand. I loved that. It’s the way to do it. Whether it was Graeme Souness lifting the European Cup among a sea of people, or an FA Cup win after the sun had gone down, the fans draping scarves and hats on their heroes as they wearily ascended those famous stairs. I loved it no matter who won. I vividly remember Maradona lifting the 1986 World Cup in the middle of a huge terrace in Mexico.


Then it changed, and my dad and I would both groan at the TV during big games, as we saw them building a makeshift stage on the hallowed turf, with tacky sponsor logos everywhere. ‘Oh, bloody hell,’ we’d say, ‘it’s an on-the-pitcher!’ I ask you, how would you rather celebrate after winning something? Behind a Budweiser advertising board? Or up on high, holding the trophy over the whole stadium, amongst your own fans? Fucking Budweiser.


But winning is winning, and after doing just that, our team were booked on an open-top bus ride through the city the following week. Really, I just wanted to go away for the summer, but that’s how I am. I prefer to keep the good moments to myself; I don’t feel the need to go out with everyone and rip the town up – I’ve done that before. But on this occasion a mass celebration was unavoidable and so I went along with my usual head on – I was the kid on the back seat, asking, ‘Are we there yet? How long is this going to take? And when can I get home to do my own thing. I’m bored.’


We got on the bus at the old depot and we waited for the stragglers. Finally we set off, at a snail’s pace, and crawled towards the main road, which had about two dozen fans scattered along the side. The disappointment among the players was obvious. The route was a good 10 miles or so, and at this rate there was going to be some very uncomfortable waving and a few awkward silences. There were only a few seats on the top deck. We had to stand. I could feel my back stiffening up already.


But in the distance, as we crawled along, we began to hear singing – the kind of chorusing that you only hear in a football stadium; the kind of chorusing that only comes from a vast sway of people all in unison. Eventually, when we rounded a corner and headed towards the city centre, the singing grew louder and louder, until the bus reached the top of a hill and lurched between two tall buildings on either side of us. As we straightened out the buildings did an incredible job of funnelling an unbelievable noise from the throats of what must have been 10,000 fans. They were rammed into every side street and spilling out of the main square, which at the same time framed them perfectly. The roar that went up was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before, and as the fans caught sight of us and us of them, a burst of flag-waving and scarf-throwing erupted from every angle. My spine is tingling as I sit here writing, some time later.


Along the way the streets were filled with the colours of our club and crowds that were perhaps 20 or 30 deep in places. Everybody wanted to have their own personal photographs of the bus, and especially the trophy, as it flickered in the summer sun at the front of the old vehicle, carving its way through the crowds like the prow of a boat cutting through the ocean. The parting crowds were desperately trying to touch the bus while calling out for mementoes to be thrown overboard.


The security men must have saved at least 100 people from being run over that day, and in the end I succumbed and threw my tracksuit top overboard to a man who looked as if his whole life had been leading up to that moment. Nobody, in this city, ever thought they’d see such a day, and they certainly never could have imagined in their wildest dreams that this trophy would be won in such style, with such outright arrogance and swagger. We had literally swept everybody aside with total authority. For the moment at least, the footballing world was focused on this part of the UK and, I have to be honest, it felt fucking good. I never said it at the time, but I knew it was the culmination of a life’s work, my life’s work. That may sound a little easy to you, but it’s true. I never wanted to be a celebrity; all I wanted was to achieve footballing excellence in the kind of way that nobody, anywhere in the world, had seen before. And now I’d done it.


The open-top bus ride finished at the stadium, and there had to be at least 100,000 people lining the streets and roads into the stadium. We were told that we’d be introduced to the fans in the stadium one at a time from the tunnel, in a pre-determined order. I was at the back. The players were received fantastically by the fans. Some of them were recent additions, only having arrived at the club in the last couple of years. I had been there for a little longer, and in the seasons that hadn’t brought success I’d shown what could be achieved. Since coming to the club I’d had a Player of the Year award and I had become a fans’ favourite. I gave my all when I played, and I’d had the injuries to prove it. That year, my contribution had reached new heights, and the rest of the club had decided to join the party. When my name was read out, the stadium erupted. I’ll never forget it. Sometimes, when I’m feeling really down and things aren’t going well, I’ll play the DVD of that day at home. Forget the hairs standing up on your neck, this is the real deal; this is what football means to people, and this is what football can do for you, if you’re lucky enough to play it and win something. I sometimes  hear the top, world-class players quantifying success in terms of relevance to the world at large, and it fucking pisses me off, because I know what it takes to win and how it feels and, believe me, whatever you win is just as hard-won as the next man’s triumph.


On the way out of the stadium we walked down the stairs and into a large area at one end of the stand with a bar. The place was swollen with fans, and as they saw me coming down the stairs the whole place broke out into the song the fans used to sing about me during matches. It echoed around the concourse and applause followed, along with chants of the name of the club. I remember my dad shouting, ‘Wow, listen to that.’ My mum started crying. I knew we’d conquered a summit, but if I’d known then that it would never get any better than that, I’d have retired at the bottom of those steps.


Once or twice over the ensuing years, Mrs TSF and I took the time to smell the roses. I remember one Christmas, in particular, I was dragging the world by the tail. Happy. I’d sit in the hot tub with my wife, sipping champagne. We’d watch the fireworks going up all over the city, lighting up the stadium as they went, and in turn lighting up the huge picture of me in the club’s new kit, draped down one side of the stand. I was 50-foot tall. In my prime.


I don’t know why I became a footballer, but as a reward this was beyond my dreams. I went from a £30-a-week part-timer to a £600-a-week lower-league player, to this. Almost by accident.


In those moments, of course, you know life is pretty good – but you also know those moments are fleeting. You can barely grasp them before they vanish. They melt away, even as you reach out for them. And you recall that the hard work that goes into getting anywhere near a moment like that is phenomenal. It doesn’t just happen.


It is true to say that, in most circumstances, you don’t know what you’ve got until it’s gone. For example, when I was playing for that team that swept everything before them it was often difficult to see exactly how good I had it. I lived three miles from the training ground, and three miles from the stadium. In fact, I could see the whole city from that hot tub in the back garden, and there were nights when I felt like I was king of that city. I was at that club for a long time, and I had some great moments – but when you are so hell-bent on being successful it is almost impossible to dwell on the enjoyment of winning a particular game, or breaking records. I was always looking at what was next, and so were most of the other players. There were a few moments that we were able to savour before we moved on. But for most of us moving on was a mistake, although that makes the sentiment about that magical season all the sweeter.




• • •





It must never be forgotten that winning is partly a product of the wages that a club pays its team staff, which is comprised mostly of the playing squad. Winning is great, but money helps.


I know a guy, a good guy, whose name might vaguely mean something to you. He’s a centre-half in the Premier League. Not one of the great clubs. Not one of the great players. One of the great humans though. Good guy. He gets paid £55,000 a week. Basic.


Are you happy for him?


Let me help you. On top of that £55,000 a week, my friend earns somewhere between five and ten grand for an appearance. In other words, he is a footballer who gets a bonus when he plays football.


Do you want to tweet him your best wishes?


Luckily, he is a defender who goes up for corners so his agent has negotiated another five thousand or so a goal on to that.


You want to celebrate every goal with him, don’t you?


They are your staples as a footballer. Basic, appearance, goal and win. At this time I imagine his win bonus would be around five grand a go. I should have mentioned that. He gets a few bob extra if his team wins also.


On top of that there is a team bonus sheet that has to be signed and submitted to the FA before 1 August each season. The club will say to the first team that this year there is maybe £2 million to be split. They might do it pro rata. Or just divide it evenly among the group. Or, if you are in the top three or four in the Premiership on any given weekend, then you might get ten grand a game for winning. If you are in the top four the win bonus goes down a little. It doesn’t kick in during the first month. If you win the first game by a big margin you are on top, so you agree a rate that the bonus won’t sink below, and then in the second month your proper bonus system kicks in.


‘Of course,’ you say, ‘that is great, you motivate the whole team that way.’ Not really. Most players want an arrangement whereby if they play, they get the pay. Like if you are the first-choice keeper week in week out, why would you want the same share of the pie as the third-choice keeper who is 17 and will, in all likelihood, never play a game for the club as long as you both shall live. Fuck him.


So the team bonus money goes mainly to my mate, and the others who earn the most and play the most. Of course it does. Did you think my mate was a communist? Did you think he was busting his gut playing football just because he liked it? He’s a professional footballer.


It is hard work keeping professional footballers happy. I have been that footballer. Fifty-five thousand pounds a week. That didn’t guarantee a smile from me.


For some reason, although the commerce of it is obvious, a lot of people have a problem with the money footballers earn. These are usually the same people who feel that footballers should be role models. Bullshit.


William Goldman, in his great book Adventures in the Screen Trade, traces the history of the cinema star and his or her wage packet. Once upon a time studios wouldn’t divulge the names of actors. They knew it made sense to keep the actors down. So for a while the most famous actress in America was known only as ‘the Biograph Girl’ because the Biograph film studio virtually owned her. But when her contract was up with Biograph she ‘transferred’ to another studio and negotiated that movie credits would feature her name, Florence Lawrence. In 1912 she became the highest paid movie star in the world. She was making $250 a week.


A year later Mary Pickford was making $500 a week.


By 1916 Charlie Chaplin was earning $10,000 a week.


And then in 1921 Fatty Arbuckle became the first star to make $1 million a year. Fatty put backsides on seats. The studios always knew that and tried for a long time to wriggle out of paying Fatty and his comrades their due.


Now, nobody has a problem with what money movie stars make and nobody tells them to be role models. But footballers, most of whom leave home in their teens and have their education in a dressing room, are supposed to be pillars of society, and the money we make for encouraging people to buy subscriptions to watch us on TV, or to come through the turnstiles to watch us in the flesh, is resented.


The £55,000 a week my friend makes. Who should get that money instead of him? Some fat shareholder? Rupert Murdoch? My mate took a huge risk leaving home and leaving school to become a player. On any given Saturday his career could end with a bad tackle or an awkward twist that snaps a ligament, and people would say, ‘Ah, that’s a blow. Still, at least he has his insurance.’ Not the fucking point. He’s earned it. And his time for making a lot of money will be short. I’ve learned that.


You only know how good it all was when the circus moves on without you. You only miss it when you realise that it doesn’t miss you. Today, somebody else’s picture hangs 50 feet from the stadium roof.


I’m on LinkedIn now, since I retired. Every day I am swamped by a tsunami of financial services people. ‘Hi, TSF, who looks after your portfolio?’ ‘Hi, TSF, is your money safe right now?’ ‘Hi, TSF, need some help with those accounts?’


The answer is: I don’t fucking know. Leave me alone for now. Let me get my head around all this. Fatty Arbuckle never had to take this shit, did he?

















2. LOSING





I may have misled you in the last chapter. Normal service resumes. It’s not all fireworks and hot tubs. It’s not all beer and skittles. Even with all the money and all the fame, football can piss you off. It can suck your enthusiasm away. I’m smarter than the average bear, but I made a couple of wrong turnings in my career and got lost in the woods. Properly lost. The lessons I remember were the hardest ones to learn. You say to me that in a world where everybody is making so much money there are bigger tragedies than an unhappy footballer.


There are worse things, but a footballer has a small window in his life in which to make the most of the talents he has been given and the skills he has worked on. An athlete in his prime, regardless of the money he earns, is a beautiful thing. A happy team full of such athletes does what it says under the Shankly statue at Anfield. It makes ‘the people happy’.


One wrong move, to a club with a vindictive manager, say, and it can take away your best years. It can rob you of all the joy. You walk away with the taste of shit in your mouth.


A true story. A football story, believe it or not.


A friend of mine, a player, takes a call one day on his mobile from a newspaperman of his acquaintance. ‘Hi, it’s me,’ says the newspaperman. ‘Are you on your own and able to talk?’


‘Yes, mate, there’s no one here. What’s up?’


‘I’ve got something for you that I’ve been working on. It concerns your manager, and it’s got him bang to rights. One problem: my paper won’t print it, it’s just not what we do. But the News of the World will. Are you interested?’


‘Yes, mate, of course.’


No high moral tone about the News of the World from my mate that day. You see, my mate had fallen foul of his gaffer and his career hadn’t just been parked, it was on the way to the wrecking yard. My mate was being kept away from the first team. He felt like he had a disease and was in quarantine. He trained and played with the kids. He had been the victim of a few shocking outbursts from the manager, who seemed determined not just to drop him and humiliate him but also to break him.


My friend has talent and a fan club within the game. He could play for another club tomorrow, but at this point he had been told that wasn’t going to happen. Things had got to the stage where player and gaffer literally hated each other. And the manager held all the cards. Until now …


An hour later the player and the hack were huddled over extremely average lattes in a service station. The small talk was brief. There was only one reason why the player was there. He told the journalist to tell him exactly what he’d found.


‘Do you know that your club balance sheet is hugely disproportionate in terms of wages and transfer fees compared to the rest of the Premier League?’ said the journalist. ‘There is a lot of money going out and not much coming in, and the players who are coming in aren’t world-beaters. The transfer fees seem to be inflated. Now, that has probably been happening in almost every case, but what I’ve got is specific information for two players that your club signed last August.’


‘Tell me more,’ said my mate.


‘You might remember that those players cost your club something like £5 million and £6 million each. The first one wasn’t out of the ordinary, because he fits in with the type of football that you play, but the second one was bizarre, not the type of player that your manager goes for and completely against the way you guys play football. You might also remember that they arrived from a club that had just been relegated. That club were on the verge of some pretty heavy legal proceedings regarding payments that needed to be made to creditors – in short, they had to find £5 million very quickly. Your club bid for the first player and agreed to pay £2.5 million upfront and the rest in a year’s time, so the selling club were still £2.5 million short of what they needed. So they subsequently went back and asked your club if there was anybody else that interested them. Your club came back and struck the same deal for a second player, £2.5 million upfront and the rest in a year and, hey presto, there’s the £5 million that the selling club desperately need.


‘Now. Here’s the rub. Knowing how desperate the selling club were, your manager introduced an agent to the deal. It was ridiculous, because the selling club wanted to sell and the buying club wanted to buy, and the two players already had agents. Both of those players wanted to move club. It should have been the easiest deal in the history of football, so why the need for this independent agent? At first the selling club protested and there were the usual phone calls back and forth to try to remove this agent from the deal but, of course, the selling club was desperate, and in the end they had no choice but to accept the deal and make the payment to the independent agent, who it was said was acting on behalf of your club. The payment that was made was £500,000. That’s £500,000 for nothing. The selling club was livid, but it couldn’t do anything because it desperately needed the money to pay the creditors. And do you know who the agent introduced to that deal was? Your manager’s agent.’


My mate trusted the journalist and had known him for some time, but he still asked how good this information was. It turned out that it wasn’t just good, it was fucking great.


‘The manager of the selling club is a very good friend of mine. It came from him. He was furious at the situation. Here, let me show you how furious …’ And with that the journalist took out a bunch of papers: copies of the contracts from the deal for the two players, and a copy of the contract signed, on behalf of the selling club, by the agent in question, my mate’s manager’s agent. It turned out that the manager of the selling club had passed this information on in the heat of the moment; in fact, this situation is widely credited with costing this manager his job at the selling club, even though his hands seemed to be completely tied.


‘By the way,’ said the hack, ‘when I rang the chief executive of your team for a quote his exact words were, “We’re aware of that and he’s been slapped on the wrist. That’s all we’ve got to say.” And then he hung up.’


‘Jesus,’ said my mate, ‘that’s fucking dynamite.’


‘Correct, so do you want it?’ he asked.


‘Oh, yes.’


So my mate left the motorway services with copies of everything the journalist had brought, but no real idea what to do with it all. His problem was that if he passed the info to the tabloid he could end the manager’s career, but if word leaked about where the information had come from he would end his own career too. Nobody in football touches anybody who is capable of something like that.


So he just sat on the info for a year until another friend (not me) urged him to make contact with the News of the World. The paper asked for a couple of extra details, such as the identities of the actual agents of the players in question. They asked my mates, did they want money? No thanks. The journalist they dealt with told them that the story would run on the opening weekend of the season. The fuse was lit. They sat back and waited. And then BANG!


The News of the World went pop.


Faced with a shit storm of bugging scandals, payments to police, and all the hacking that reached right to the very top of News International, the decision was taken to close the News of the World. Everybody in the story moved on unscathed. Life resumed as normal. Until my mate got another phone call. This time from another player badly scarred by life under the demon gaffer: ‘Mate, you know I live on the same estate as the gaffer?’ he began. ‘Well, I’ve been seeing him walking in and out of his house for a couple of months with a bird.’


‘Yeah?’ my friend said. ‘Not his wife, I take it?’


‘No, mate, definitely not his wife.’


This was different. It was home-front stuff. By now there was almost a little committee of aggrieved players hoping for my mate to swing into action – a year is a long time in football when you’re not playing.


The voice on the phone already had a plan. A private detective. ‘Sam’ would sit near the manager’s house and photograph enough comings and goings until there was a file just fat enough to fit into a brown envelope. He would use this envelope as a lever to engineer a move away from the club. The friend would get his transfer and freedom. The manager would get the only copies of the photos. So, a few days later, a well-known footballer turned up at an office in central London and rang the buzzer. The private detective came downstairs and took the footballer into a small side room. He was wearing a cap and he had a rucksack over one shoulder. It was early morning. The footballer assumed that he had arrived just as the PI was getting into the office.


‘This room is secure,’ said the PI. ‘Tell me what’s on your mind and then we’ll go upstairs.’


‘Sam’ was retained at a rate of £4,000 a week, but he couldn’t start work until the following spring. At this time Christmas was fast approaching. But again fate saved the manager. In the weeks that followed, his team began to lose – stumbling at first and then lurching into freefall. The word from inside the dressing room was that he’d changed; he’d lost his fight and he’d lost his hunger. It was clear that he knew his time was now limited. He wasn’t fighting any more; he was in the palliative care stage, hoping for a dignified exit. That made the private detective unnecessary. As soon as a new manager came in those who were desperate to escape could either go or see how things worked out under a new regime. As the club flirted with relegation the private detective was put on standby and eventually stood down. The manager moved on. The club recovered. My mates still hate the man. In football, class isn’t the only thing that is permanent. Enemies last a lifetime too.


I know. I’ve had a few myself. As I say, that’s a football story. The money is great and the highs are wonderful, but humiliation and bullying and bad management are the same no matter what you earn. Every player starts out just wanting to play football, and then, as we say, it starts going wrong.


When it comes to footballers and their freedom, don’t be fooled by the shit you read in the newspapers. My agent used to peddle his bullshit in the Sun’s rumour column because he wanted to flush out a deal with another club. The way it works is very simple. I, as TSF, want or need to move clubs. My agent rings Sky Sports or the Sun or the Guardian and says, ‘Here’s a story for you.’ Desperate for a bit of bullshit these media outlets publish the story and the people who read it (that’s you, folks) never spot the ulterior motive behind it. And why would you?
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