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			For Wes,

			who hates football and loves me.

			It’s all for you.

		

	
		
			

			‘Some people believe football is a matter of life and death. I am disappointed with that attitude. I can assure you it is much, much more important than that.’

			 – Bill Shankly, manager of Liverpool Football Club  from 1959 to 1974
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							NUMBER

						
							
							AGE

						
							
							NATIONAL TEAM

						
							
					

					
							
							GOALKEEPERS 

						
							
					

					
							
							Joseph Adamou

						
							
							1

						
							
							26

						
							
							Cameroon

						
							
					

					
							
							Nicholas Butler

						
							
							23

						
							
							22

						
							
							England

						
							
					

					
							
							DEFENDERS 

						
							
					

					
							
							Anthony Moss

						
							
							2

						
							
							35

						
							
							England

						
							
					

					
							
							Kendrick Woods

						
							
							12

						
							
							25

						
							
							England

						
							
					

					
							
							Ahmed Haji

						
							
							5

						
							
							24

						
							
							Morocco

						
							
					

					
							
							Matthew Kelly

						
							
							3

						
							
							26

						
							
							Scotland

						
							
					

					
							
							Arturo Carda

						
							
							22

						
							
							31

						
							
							Spain

						
							
					

					
							
							Ji-Hoon Choi

						
							
							4

						
							
							29

						
							
							South Korea

						
							
					

					
							
							Henri Dupont

						
							
							24

						
							
							27

						
							
							France

						
							
					

					
							
							MIDFIELDERS 

						
							
					

					
							
							Oliver Harris

						
							
							6

						
							
							26

						
							
							England

						
							
					

					
							
							Gavin Johnson

						
							
							15

						
							
							33

						
							
							Wales

						
							
					

					
							
							Charles Kerr

						
							
							10

						
							
							34

						
							
							England

						
							
					

					
							
							Lukas Weber

						
							
							18

						
							
							28

						
							
							Germany

						
							
					

					
							
							Noah Maes

						
							
							20

						
							
							29

						
							
							Belgium

						
							
					

					
							
							Alberto Garcia

						
							
							8

						
							
							29

						
							
							Colombia

						
							
					

					
							
							FORWARDS 

						
							
					

					
							
							Marcos Santos

						
							
							11

						
							
							24

						
							
							Brazil

						
							
					

					
							
							George Allen

						
							
							7

						
							
							25

						
							
							England

						
							
					

					
							
							Trevor Keita

						
							
							9

						
							
							26

						
							
							England

						
					

					
							
							Emmanuel Asante

						
							
							21

						
							
							29

						
							
							Ghana

						
					

					
							
							Finn Bakker

						
							
							19

						
							
							25

						
							
							Netherlands

						
					

					
							
							

							STAFF 

						
					

					
							
							Willem de Boer

						
							
							Manager

						
							
							
					

					
							
							Sebastian Carr

						
							
							Fitness Manager

						
							
							
					

					
							
							Anna Zhang

						
							
							Head Physician

						
							
							
					

					
							
							ON LOAN 

						
					

					
							
							Scott Hutchinson

						
							
							27

						
							
							23

						
							
							Wales

						
					

					
							
							Leonardo Davies-

							Villanueva

						
							
							16

						
							
							23

						
							
							Undeclared

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			

			Sunday, January 1, 2017: West Bromwich Albion at Camden 

			MATCHDAY 19

			Blink and you’d miss it – a whoosh and then a sickening thunk.

			And there he is: suddenly and involuntarily sprawled at the base of the freezing stairs, clutching his upper leg, pain radiating down to his toes. Oliver Harris is beginning to suspect that 2017 might not be his year.

			‘Ah, Christ,’ someone, probably Garcia, shouts from behind him. The remainder of the team follows suit, bellowing and cursing as they converge in a protective ring around Oliver’s prone form. He feels as if he’s looking up at the chief mourners from his own grave.

			It falls to Anthony Moss, center back and team captain, to make sense of the chaos. It always does. He assumes a crouch beside Oliver, stern in the face.

			‘Easy, lad, sit up now. What did you do?’

			‘Careful, it’s slippery,’ Oliver jokes weakly, before he’s hit with another queasy wave of pain. ‘Oh fuck, that hurts.’ He scrabbles his way to sitting, but finds it impossible to shift his left leg, his good leg, at all.

			‘We’re getting Sebastian and Willem,’ Anthony says. ‘You stupid bastard.’ His tone brooks no argument, even if Oliver were inclined to disagree with the assessment. He nods resignedly, trying to regulate his labored breathing as it puffs into clouds in the cold air.

			

			Anthony motions the rest of the men out into the stadium so only the two of them are left in the mouth of the tunnel. The team can’t wait for a diagnosis; there’s a match to start, though Oliver won’t be playing in it. The massive lights of Regent Road cut through the rain, streaming over the crowd, across the pitch, and down the tunnel to the changing room, a beacon for forty thousand witnesses to Oliver’s private despair.

			The sheen of the damp grass paired with the guttural roar of the crowd can make a man larger than he really is. Oliver doesn’t believe in magic, yet he can’t deny he’s felt the air in the stadium fill his lungs with something more than oxygen. Now the familiar surge of adrenaline has turned poisonously inward, flooding his veins with anxiety and a stabbing in his hamstring. He lets his head fall back again as the medics swoop in to stretcher him away.

			Hours later, he’s still horizontal and he’s still not alone, on a cot in Anna’s office at the training grounds, Camden Crossing. It’s only ten minutes in the car, with traffic, between Regent Road and here, but the small complex of brick buildings and manicured grass where Oliver’s spent the better part of his life feels a million miles away from where his New Year’s Day began.

			Sebastian Carr had cheerfully stuck his head in around three to tell him Camden Football Club beat West Bromwich Albion decisively, and that Henri Dupont of all people had scored in the thirtieth minute to put them ahead. Oliver had tried to ask to see a clip of the goal before Anna shooed Sebastian from the room, telling him that he’s not to bother patients in her care, no matter how many times he gets promoted. Oliver had felt vaguely smug at the dismissal; a few months ago, Sebastian had been a good-looking physiotherapist and his genuine friend, but since his elevation to the role of fitness manager and assistant coach, right-hand man under the reign of new manager Willem de Boer, he is no longer to be trusted.

			

			Dr Anna Zhang is a different story. It’s not the fact that she’s a brilliant physician – although she is, of course, specializing in orthopedics, plus a background in internal medicine, and some expertise in psychology; that would be true of any doctor at any club. It’s that each of her patients is a sportsman, with all the money and the ego that comes with and yet when they’re submitting themselves to treatment, they know for certain none of them are a match for her.

			‘All right, Mr Harris,’ she says, smoothly sliding next to him on a rolling stool. She’s sharp in wool trousers and a crisp blouse, only the sloppiness of her plait and a slight smudge on her glasses’ lens betraying her day of work. ‘I’ve finished with the imaging. Shall we have a chat about where we are?’

			‘Start with the good news, please.’

			‘I didn’t say there was any,’ she warns, but she touches his knee with a gentle hand while she says it. The MRI reveals a barely visible tear, tiny fragments of splintered white muscle glinting against the glossy black of the photograph. He’d like to think there’s been some kind of mistake, but even without a medical degree he can sense that the swelling matches what’s looking up at him from his leg. ‘It could be much worse. Hamstrings bounce right back, and yours nearly held itself together,’ Anna continues briskly, taking the picture out of his hands and cutting his questions off at the pass. She rattles on in doctor-speak without missing a beat. ‘I’m more worried about recurrence than initial recovery. If you listen to me and we have just a bit of luck, you’ll play again before the season’s over. Late March, maybe April. And you’ll certainly be able to keep fit – this won’t preclude cross-training exercises. A couple days off your feet to start, all right? Just to be safe. I’ll give you a pamphlet.’ She always gives them the damn pamphlets, and they never say what’s actually going on, which is, of course, You’re screwed. ‘I know this is a bad time of year to get this kind of news,’ she adds, more softly.

			

			‘Mate, any time of year is a bad time to get this kind of news,’ he says. He’s still afraid they might try to make him go to a hospital.

			‘Don’t call me that. Oliver, people get injured in this line of work, even you. And I won’t prescribe anything for your mood unless you see a therapist, so do try to meet me halfway.’

			He slumps back and rubs irritably at his tired eyes with the flat of his palms. Even though he knows that she wouldn’t talk to him this way if she didn’t care about him, it still rankles. Oliver hates being hurt, forced to stop moving. Until recently, he considered himself someone who always takes painstaking care at terminal velocity. He doesn’t go for the stupid challenge. He won’t let a defender catch him unaware. Recently, though, he can’t stop taking himself down – and he’s never learned how to account for that.

			

			Anna releases Oliver with crutches in hand, making him ring for a cab in front of her and swear on his life he won’t walk back home. He’s done it before.

			There’s something deeply undignified about the process of shoving oneself into the back of a stranger’s car in a full football kit on a frigid January evening, toting two massive aluminum sticks and a bad attitude. Despite his wish for the earth to swallow him whole, or at the very least grant him a moment’s peace, the cabbie recognizes him immediately. The whole of Camden, anyone born and bred in its borders, always does: if he’s nothing else, Oliver Harris is their golden boy.

			The man is sorry for such a tough break. He doesn’t ask if the injury is serious, or how things are going with Willem, or for a selfie, just if Oliver might sign something for his nephew. The driver even has a Camden scarf at the ready, draped around the rearview mirror like a talisman. Oliver can’t bring himself not to, circumstances aside. Even now, there’s a tenderness to the recognition, a kinship in it. A pen is unearthed from the glove compartment with one hand as they snake their way through the honking cars and the spitting rain, so he scrawls his messy, practiced signature and adds a tiny number 6 for good measure.

			When they pull up to the elegant, narrow townhouse, the cabbie shoots Oliver a look.

			‘A lot of stairs,’ he says leadingly. ‘You’ll be all right?’

			Whether or not he will be all right feels immaterial – he’ll crawl up to the landing and sleep on a sofa if he has to, but he needs to be at home, alone, expeditiously.

			

			‘I’ve got it, mate,’ Oliver replies. ‘Appreciate your help.’ He stuffs sixty quid of crumpled banknotes from his wallet in the seatback pocket as he exits, in thanks and in penance.

			He stumbles his way up to the front door, punches the keycode, and immediately begins shedding: crutches, training jacket, backpack, and the rubber slides Anna’s PA fetched from the changing room each hit the floor in rapid succession. Oliver hobbles to the bay window and collapses onto the padded bench. Lights across the canal glimmer in the rippling water, an array of jewels tumbling in a box of velvet: breath-taking, no matter how many times he claims the view as his own, his city winking back up at him. Eventually, his reflection in the glass takes enough shape to remind him he’s still wearing his shirt from the match, the Christmas-tree-green home kit he knows so well: color that echoes his eyes, an intricately stitched white rose resting right over his heart. It feels foolish to be wearing it in his house, like a supporter might. He hasn’t been a fan of Camden since he was a child; his role in the club has been something heavier and more pressurized since the moment he hit puberty.

			Enough self-pity for one day, he thinks. He’s getting the sense he’ll have to ration it for the next few months, which means it’s far too early to be brooding and staring wistfully out the window – that one he’ll save for later, after he’s missed another match or two. Oliver limps back to the mess he’s made and carefully returns things to their right places before beginning the slow trek up the stairwell, left leg aflame: step, pause, rest, step, pause, rest. The second floor will have to do for the evening’s domain; there’s the kitchen and a shower at least, and the guest bed has just as fancy a mattress.

			

			He feels more human after he’s rinsed off, with a glass of water in one hand and a much-needed carton of chocolate milk in the other. Not quite human enough to recover his phone from his bag and see what’s awaiting him there, but enough to know it’s time to do it anyway. Oliver’s a dutiful person, on and off the pitch.

			The team WhatsApp is conciliatory about his leg and jubilant about the win. He’s been strongly encouraged to meet them out or let them come to his place. Just left seeing Anna. Can’t drink on painkillers, he lies in response. Georgie and Noah, predictably, each react with a thumbs-down almost as soon as he hits send.

			There are other texts and calls, an email from his agent, queries blinking up at him from the iPhone, but he shrinks from the lit-up screen as if the afternoon’s injury was a concussion. In the guest suite, he flops face-first onto the bed and allows himself a groan, pouring his hurt and exhaustion and frustration into the down-alternative, handspun linen pillow sham.

			When he’d bought the house, he’d still felt like Maggie’s boyfriend in most of the ways that mattered, and she’d delighted in having an unlimited budget for a decorator. Oliver had let her loose, wild and spendy, and she’d gone on to commission an army of well-dressed designers to bring him local artisan pieces that were properly Feng Shuied for the space. Two years ago, barely twenty-four, it felt surreal enough to own a home, let alone a massive one next to the park, sillier still to care about the thread count on the spare sheets (seven hundred) and whether or not there should be stems on the wineglasses (there are). Now, he can appreciate that Maggie, bless her, knew exactly what kind of place would feel like home to him, so she’d spent his money and given it to him. Even this room, rarely occupied, emulates his favorite sort of off-season boutique hotel, all dark woods and warm beiges, an amber glass sconce on the wall and a weathered photo floating above the bed of his grandparents minding the bookstall.

			

			From within the nest of pillows, Oliver asks Siri to call his mother. Nicola Harris answers on the fifth ring, sounding harried.

			‘Ollie?’

			‘Mum, hi. You on shift?’ he asks, already knowing she is.

			‘I’m due for a break, they can cover. I didn’t think I’d hear from you until late.’

			Without the senior Oliver Harris, Mum and Oliver the younger have both developed the tendency to conduct life squarely within the bounds of their work and their responsibilities, which makes them equally hard to reach. As a child without a father and a wife without a husband, this clarity of focus has kept them both afloat: Nicola cares for Camden’s bodies; Oliver is meant to feed their souls. It also means that grief still thickens the air between them, catching Oliver unawares when it rears its head. He can’t blame either of them for it; they’ve both just tried to survive, with every pressure heightened and only half of themselves free to meet it. He doesn’t think he’d know how to safeguard his heart and his place in the starting eleven if he hadn’t learned from watching her. Still, he hopes her bedside manner might give her care to spare for him tonight.

			

			‘Sorry, sorry, I don’t mean to interrupt at work. It’s just…’ He trails off. ‘I’m not sure if you caught the match highlights or not? But I had a fall earlier. I… I tore a muscle in my hamstring,’ he rambles, knowing she hasn’t watched anything if she’s been at work, probably hadn’t even known the kickoff time if she’d left before the crowds materialized.

			‘My love,’ she murmurs, just as he’d wished she might. Then she hops into crisis mode. He can see her transforming into who she really is: someone who handles injuries far greater than this every night without blinking an eye. ‘What happened? Where are you? Why don’t you come round to the hospital right now?’

			‘No, no,’ he says. Oliver hates the hospital and the memories it evokes; hates any helpless, sick, or injured feeling. Instead, he rolls over to lie on his back and assess his leg, which looks the same as it has for hours, hurts the same too. ‘I slipped in the rain, it was my own fault. Daft, clumsy move. I’ve been with the doctor and now I’m home. She’s got me sorted for now. I just wanted you to know.’

			‘You’ve always been so lucky, so healthy…’ she frets. Oliver has been lucky, his whole career, but he’s also been careful, to the degree of paranoia, and he’s been secretive, to the point of untruth, about anything that could slow him down or take him off the pitch. ‘I suppose everyone trips sometimes, but not everyone’s legs are worth as much as yours. This is the last thing you needed. Goodness. How are you now?’

			‘Like you’d expect – I mean, it’s fine. I’m relieved it’s not worse,’ he says. ‘I just thought you ought to hear from me and not on TV.’

			

			She hums down the line, the swirl of the hospital playing out in the background. Oliver regrets giving her another thing to worry about, but her concern feels good, even as he hates causing it.

			‘You were right to ring me,’ she says firmly, hearing him without words. Any distance he’s ever felt from her is always swallowed up in moments like this, when he tries to let the space open up and she chases him down. ‘Ollie. You know I wish I could be there now. Are you sure you don’t want to stay at home with me? I could nip down and pick you up when I finish, as soon as I can.’ 

			Nicola lives just up the road, essentially, in the same flat on Hawley Road where Oliver grew up, where his parents did too. Despite his offering to get her a proper house or cut back her hours at work, she refuses anything extravagant. He owns the flat now, and he’d convinced her to let it be remodeled within an inch of its life – no builder grade left to speak of, fitting right in with the shiny new Camden they’re both bewildered by – but Nicola still wakes up in the same place where she and Oliver Senior first lived and takes the number 1 bus to the Royal Free Hospital in her scrubs. Oliver could take her up on it, sleep in his childhood room and have breakfast brought in on a tray, but he doesn’t feel he’s earned it.

			‘I think you do enough nursing as it is, Mum. I should only be on crutches for a few days. I promise you, it’s not a big deal.’

			She sighs, knowingly and a bit sadly. He wouldn’t have called her if that was the truth.

			‘You’ll get some rest?’

			‘I already am,’ he promises, meaning this one.

			

			‘We’ll talk tomorrow,’ she says, half a warning. He can hear she’s on her way back into the thick of it as she hangs up. His phone screen stays lit up after the call ends. When he cranes his neck, he sees the opening line of an email from Sebastian.

			He audibly grumbles as he swipes to read the whole missive.

			Oliver,

			Hope you’re getting some rest and feeling as well as you can. Anna assures me we’ve got a plan in place and will be making progress before we know it. I’ve passed along some info from her to Willem, and he likewise is relieved to hear things are well in hand.

			He’d like to speak with you about the rest of the season. I know you’re meant to start rehab in the next few days, but if you could come to the Crossing tomorrow and meet with him for tea, we’d be grateful. He’ll be in his office from noon onward. Let me know if there’s anything you need from me, recovery-wise. Here to help.

			All best,

			Sebastian

			Oliver rolls his eyes at the insipid, formal business-speak and chucks the phone back on the side table without replying, rolling over again, for the long haul.

			For the last six weeks, after Willem de Boer arrived from the Netherlands with his extended stares and his inscrutable advice, everything in Oliver’s life has felt tenuous, right at the edge of shattering.

			

			Back in 1987, James Finch had bought Camden Football Club with a notable chunk of his first billion pounds and has had, frankly, fuck all to show for his efforts since. So, on a Sunday morning last November, he’d called the team in – from Anthony Moss to the newest nutrition intern – after a dismal showing away at Everton, after they’d already gotten kicked out of England’s interleague tournament. Over conference room tea service, he’d announced, grandly, that even a patient man must have his limits. He’d said this with Willem, former star of Atlético de Madrid and Manchester United and current steward of the Dutch national outfit, standing indomitable at his side, with Camden’s former manager conspicuously absent. Willem’s job, Finch had said, was to make sure the coming year went better than the previous one. Since then, the changing room has changed very much and the scoresheets have changed not a whit.

			Oliver has no doubt Willem is a genius on the pitch. There’s that one goal from 2006 against Real Madrid, the one where he controlled a loose cross and flicked the ball past the goalkeeper without it ever touching the ground, and it loops in Oliver’s mind whenever he’s on the treadmill. But his arrival, his first big shot at the Premier League, was an open warning to every person at Camden Crossing: Everything is about to be remade. If you don’t get with the program soon, there will be no program for you to get with.

			There’s not a great history of championship runs beginning with ultimatums. So it’s obvious what Willem was hired to do, with his business degree and his chilly Dutchness: fuck the season in front of them, build something for himself and for Finch next year with a clean slate. He’s given to long silences during tactical meetings and enigmatic looks at training. Sebastian was given a dream promotion; Oliver got himself expelled from the pitch with a two-match ban in December that de Boer didn’t even bother to appeal. It doesn’t seem to bother Willem when they lose or please him when they win. But Oliver can’t afford to be patient or to be injured in the second half of a season when it feels like a lot more than their rank in the Premier League is on the line. Camden is in his blood and his heart and his ruined hamstring. Where is it to Willem, save for his pay stubs?

			

			Oliver wants to fight him on it, to storm into the office, high on his newly volatile reputation, and tell Willem exactly what he thinks: that he can get in the long line of people who think they can do better. He knows he won’t. The only thing in this world he loves too much to ever risk losing is the patch of grass a few streets over, so he’ll go to that meeting and he’ll listen, he’ll smile, he’ll nod, and then he’ll go to physiotherapy.

			Monday arrives with a sense of reassuring normalcy, a frosty gray London dawn alight with the bustle of everyone returning to work for the first real day of the new year. Camden is alive when the low tide of tourist season rolls out, friendlier and less frantic, all Christmas decorations without anyone crowding around the tree. Oliver loves it best this way, when the cold air is warmed by the smell of Indo-Chinese takeaway mingling with chip oil and lock water, somehow impossibly pleasantly.

			He stays sacked out until he wakes without an alarm. Off days are the only times that belong to him alone; sometimes he sees Maggie or his mother or his teammates, but just as often he passes them happily alone. They’re even better in the winter, when he can tuck away into long coats and knit hats and plaid scarves, hiding his form and his features just enough to ride the tube unnoticed and go for a bite or to the cinema without anyone tweeting about it. Well, without too many people tweeting about it.

			

			Today, dread sets in anyway, from something bigger than the traffic. It sticks in his ribs as he parks and fetches the crutches, makes his way into the building. It sits thick in his stomach down the main hall toward Willem’s office. No one else is around the day after a win to distract him or waylay his progress, so he limps up the stairs to the manager’s office and knocks with his crutch on the heavy oak door that’s sitting slightly ajar.

			Despite the turmoil he’s wrought, Oliver can’t deny that Willem looks perfectly at home reading from his tactical notebook at the old writing desk, a Dutch philosopher king in luxury athleisure. He’s strong and well-built even as he gets closer to fifty than forty, and frankly still rather handsome. Willem sets down his notebook and steeples his fingers, regarding Oliver intently for an arduous, silent moment.

			‘Well, how are we?’ Willem asks, an eternity later.

			‘It’s uncomfortable, but I trust Anna when she says that it won’t be too long a recovery,’ Oliver says, quickly and with what he hopes is assuredness: a media soundbite. Willem dips his head once and waits for a beat, expecting more. He tries again when Oliver doesn’t go on speaking.

			‘And how do you feel?’ he probes. ‘A new year is the time to take stock of things. To be introspective. So that one doesn’t make the same mistakes.’

			

			Oliver freezes. Willem said one but he meant you, Oliver is certain. There are going to be consequences for the last month, for his injury and his red card. The last thing he wants is to be introspective – to be vulnerable, in reach of the past. He might as well be nine years old, haunting the cancer ward with his dying father, or seventeen, standing in the first team changing room alone, or newly eighteen, explaining to Maggie why he’s breaking up with her.

			‘I won’t make the same mistakes this year,’ he murmurs.

			‘Oh, I’m sure you won’t,’ Willem replies. ‘You’ve never struck me as careless, Harris, recent events aside.’ Oliver’s leg twinges in acknowledgment. ‘Listen: I know my presence here is unsettling. I’ve seen how it’s affected the dressing room. And I’ve been in your boots. I’ve been in Anthony’s and now I’m in the manager’s chair. There’s much to do and precious little time to do it, especially without you… but we do have an opportunity to finish well in the Prem, and perhaps it’s a silver lining that we have nothing else to focus on. So let’s focus, shall we?’

			‘I am,’ Oliver mutters, still stung by recent events and all the different things Willem might have meant by saying it.

			‘I’m certain you are, and I’m glad to hear it,’ Willem says evenly. ‘Now, before you go – I’m going to take advantage of the transfer window and recall one of our players on loan while you’re recuperating. He came up through the academy, younger than you are, and he’s been wasted ever since. Excellent potential, deployed ineffectively. You can show him the ropes, help him adjust, get in fighting shape. Let’s give him a good debut and find a place for him to be of use, instead of abroad and on our pay sheets.’

			The other shoe drops, studs up, right into the tender flesh of Oliver’s wounded leg. He won’t even get the chance to avoid repeating last year’s mistakes, because Willem wants to make use of Oliver just enough to sell tickets and prepare someone to supplant him. The whole meeting has been a pretense for Oliver learning this, without Willem ever having to say it aloud.

			

			‘You want me to… train my replacement?’ Oliver asks, working to keep his voice level. He’s a footballer, he can play dumb. The manager will have to spell it out for him. ‘I know I’ve been off my game, out of line, sir, but I’ll fix it. There’s no need to threaten me.’

			Willem appears surprised at this wording but furrows his brow thoughtfully.

			‘In a sense, he’ll be your replacement, that’s true, in the short term,’ he responds. ‘But more than that, I want you to have a hand in his career here, and I want you to have a partner in the midfield. You’re the best example of promotion from within that this club’s ever had. Your trajectory is seen as more a novelty than a priority. That’s a colossal waste. There’s far too much talent languishing in the academy and across the sea on loan, particularly when results are wanting at home. I’d like to set a new precedent. None of this is a threat, Harris.’

			That’s absolute shit, Oliver thinks savagely. He can’t be buttered up. If Willem wants a new midfielder, he should train one himself, or actually use one of the ones he has. He’s not ever been in any of their boots, he won a goddamned Ballon d’Or. Oliver, meanwhile, has been injured less than twenty-four hours and is already relegated to a babysitter, when he should really only be thinking about returning to the kind of form he knows is still somewhere inside him. There’s not a chance in hell Willem is seriously trying to win the Prem this year. They’re barely clinging to sixth place and even that feels like luck. He’ll keep Oliver around just until he’s shaped a new starting eleven in his own image, and then he’ll be on the chopping block too.

			

			‘Right,’ Oliver mutters, fight gone out of him like a deflating balloon, as he picks at the fraying maroon thread at the edge of his chair. ‘If that’s what you want.’

			‘It is,’ Willem says, almost gently, acting as though the atmosphere in the room hasn’t changed at all. ‘This should be fruitful for both of you.’

			‘Hutchinson, is it?’ Oliver asks, already hating the idea of him.

			‘Oh, no,’ Willem replies. ‘Davies-Villanueva. Poor boy has been bouncing around, at Valencia, then Getafe, then Valencia again. He’s a born playmaker, but they keep trying to make him play defensively, do the holding. It’s not done him any favors – he’s been all right in Spain, but it’s time to bring him home and see if he can play for Camden, finally put some shots on goal. He certainly wants to try.’

			The name rings a bell – he remembers a skinny teen at academy events, years ago, with a wisp of an accent. He can picture Davies-Villanueva’s face. He’s got to be just aging out of the under-23s now, floating between loan spells until he can get himself a proper contract.

			Maybe he will, by taking it from Oliver.

		

	
		
			

			Tuesday, January 3, 2017: Camden at Bournemouth

			MATCHDAY 20

			You give up your life of athletic prowess and move somewhere without phone service? CALL ME BACK! reads the text from Maggie on Tuesday morning. His leg is much less swollen today, so Oliver had been planning to go to great lengths to re-create his precious free-day routine, as a treat. Now he thinks longingly of the butter croissant and flat white he’d planned on enjoying in a corner booth with his headphones in, mixing himself into anonymity with all the hungover punk rockers and bleary-eyed, jet-lagged tourists.

			Did you give up on your life of artistic integrity and move some-where without the internet? he snarks back. I’m wrecked. Tear in my hamstring, flying dutchman is making me spend recovery baby­ sitting. Respect the mourning period.

			It’s always something with you, Oliver. Please ring anyway. A moment passes, then the phone buzzes a second time. When you’re free and want to talk, I mean. Obviously.

			He cracks a grin. In this world, few things are certain except hating Kilburn Rovers and adoring Margaret Corbyn. If he hurries, Oliver will still have time to get his breakfast after all, before he’s due at the Crossing.

			

			After being put through his paces on stretches and then what he thought was an hour of strain on the stationary bike, but, with the benefit of hindsight, might have in fact been closer to twenty minutes of light pedaling – his leg really does still hurt – Oliver’s turned loose once more for hydrotherapy. He loves the frigid bite of the first dip into the plunge pool, and he especially loves that it’s followed by a much longer stretch of luxuriating in what’s basically a huge fancy hot tub.

			He’s seen neither hide nor tail of Willem’s ward in the nearly three hours he’s been at the Crossing, so his guard is down when he lets himself into the unfortunately named Water Lounge. The shock of an ice bath is nothing compared to what he finds inside: Davies-Villanueva is there, all right, and he doesn’t resemble the spotty tween of Oliver’s memories. The young man standing in front of him, waist deep in the freezing water, is just that: a man. He’s slight but well-built, several inches shorter and shades darker than Oliver’s perma-fairness, dotted with freckles all over.

			Davies-Villanueva looks up, gleaming white teeth chattering, at the sound of the changing room door.

			‘Hiya,’ he says, waving and trotting toward the edge of the pool, pushing deep brown curls out of his face. Oh God, Oliver thinks, helplessly. He got fucking cute.

			‘Hey, Leo,’ Oliver says, shooting for blasé and landing somewhere daft.

			‘It’s Leonardo. Lay-oh,’ he enunciates; Oliver can hear Spanish sunshine peeking through the London accent. Leo, he remembers now. Spelled like Messi. Lucky him – his whole life, even if he’s rubbish, people are going to keep thinking he must be destined for something because he shares this proximity (bears a resemblance, even) to greatness.

			

			‘Sorry, mate – been a while.’

			‘Not a problem,’ Leo laughs, hoisting himself up onto the deck and shaking himself off like a wet dog. ‘I was never brave enough to correct anyone, when we were younger.’

			Oliver’s not sure what to say to that, so he gingerly hops into the water Leo just vacated and hopes that will be that. But even after he gets his bearings, Leo remains there, sitting cross-legged on the concrete and watching him shiver.

			‘Going to get warm?’ he asks.

			‘I don’t mind the cold, actually,’ Leo says. ‘Reminds me I’m home. I’ll wait for you.’

			‘The water’s shallow, I don’t need a lifeguard,’ Oliver replies, snidely, immediately nasty before he can even think to be otherwise. ‘There’s a TV here, above the therma-pool. And another in the changing room, or in the canteen, or in the lounge. Take your pick.’

			Leo looks bewildered, both at the tone and at the list of options. He nods in the direction of the heated pool and finally stands, moving out of Oliver’s line of sight. He doesn’t try to talk again throughout the length of the ice bath, seemingly solely focused on the echoey television audio, but when the fifteen minutes of cold are finished and Oliver joins him in the heat, Leo can’t resist.

			He tears his eyes away from the pre-match coverage and says: ‘It’s weird to watch Camden play without you. I feel like you’ve started every match since I was, like, a kid.’

			If he tries to bond with me, Oliver vows solemnly, thinking bitterly of the recent matches he hasn’t started, I will drown him.

			

			He shrugs in response, even though Leo’s right: Oliver’s held down the midfield by himself for going on a decade. He feels unmoored when he can’t play, four of his limbs missing instead of just the one with an injury. He wishes, fervently, he could be there, running drills in the chilly mist, making Joe work for his warmup shots, trying to emulate Emmanuel’s pre-match Zen. All of those rituals make him who he is: competitive, superstitious, a lonely only child awed by the luck of spending his life with two dozen brothers.

			Leo interprets his contemplation as companionable silence, which he ruins immediately.

			‘I was watching the match with my family last week,’ he says. ‘My dad was, like…’ Davies-Villanueva trails off anxiously and Oliver flinches when he realizes why.

			Everyone knows the origin story of Camden’s boy wonder, wee Oliver Harris spotted by a scout in Regent’s Park playing kickabout with his grandfather, already wearing a little green kit. He’s just old enough to secure a tryout for Camden Football Club’s new academy the next week and never looks back until he’s the best player on the first team. A veritable English rose, firstborn son of Camden come alive at Regent Road. But, it’s said in whispers, he almost didn’t join the academy at all, after what happened with his father… and the rest is history, except for how it hasn’t ever ended.

			Oliver Harris, Sr.: inexplicable Oxford graduate, bookseller, Camden native, beloved husband, local tragedy. He’d wasted away before everyone’s eyes – increasingly weak-limbed – all over Camden Market, then dead six months after Nicola’s colleagues at the hospital discovered that his worsening fatigue had come from a tumor, already spread to his liver.

			

			He was gone before Oliver really knew him or was really known by him, but he’s missed him fiercely every day, regardless. Sometimes he wonders if he should feel abandoned, or maybe angry, but even when he plumbs the most ungenerous parts of his soul, he’s only bereft and nostalgic. Dad hadn’t even liked football that much, too literary and introverted for team sports. He wanted Oliver to focus on school. He would have been disappointed that he didn’t, that his son had gone to live in the academy instead and barely made time to study between training sessions. Their first and only fight had been about whether he might go. But Oliver remembers long afternoons organizing stacks of books into tunnels to crawl through, conducting dubious baking experiments while Nicola was on night shifts, watching old movies in the hospital toward the end – his dad was fun. He’d have been in the Camden box at every match, hollering himself hoarse, cheering for the younger Oliver.

			He believes that, but he won’t ever know. If he’d been better at football a few years younger, had more time to prove himself, he might have found out, but he wasn’t and he didn’t. What Oliver does know is that his parents had loved Camden. No other place in the world could hold their attention; they only wanted to stay here. So, Oliver can’t leave – big clubs, people with money and titles, have asked – but his place is this one. This is the only place he’ll ever be at home. Injured, in sixth place, statistics plateauing, whispers that he’s lost a touch, inscrutable new manager, it doesn’t matter. Harris means Camden, through and through, from the shirt on his back to the rose sprig tattooed down his rib cage. His grandparents lost their business and their son on Camden High Street; Nicola became a widow there too. All Oliver has to do is kick the football and do it loyally.

			

			None of this private agony is for Leo Davies-Villanueva to share in. Oliver barely understands it himself.

			‘It was a long time ago,’ Oliver says. ‘I’m fine. People have dads, you know? I don’t mind hearing about them.’

			Leo meets his eyes head-on – his are a Cadbury shade of brown, fringed by impossibly long, dark lashes.

			‘You’re brave about it. You always were. But I probably should have said a couple more sentences to you before I brought it up right away.’

			This, for some reason, is the thing that rankles. Oliver’s not brave about anything. What does Leo know about it? They barely know each other. They’re not friends.

			‘Anyway, your dad was, like, what?’ Oliver asks. Leo seems appropriately chastened by the change in subject.

			‘Oh, when you fell, he said that it might finally be my lucky day. I was so pissed at him – I mean, you were hurt and nobody knew how bad it was. But I guess he was right, in a way? I’ve been waiting and waiting, wondering if I might get a real shot here. I hoped, maybe, when Willem arrived, but you know, that came and went. Then he rings me, all serious, telling me it’s time to move back to London. You’ll have to tell me how I’m doing, because I’ve been bricking it.’

			Leo shrugs, dusting off those lingering nerves, and grins at Oliver.

			Where to even begin? The happily hyphenated Davies-Villanueva clan jajaja-ing it up at Oliver’s suffering? Leo praying for some long-awaited big break, like it’s his to lose and not to earn? Oliver wonders, distantly, how much trouble he might be in if he took Leo out to the practice grounds and stomped right on his ankle. He needs to get out of here.

			

			‘I’m going to change,’ Oliver says, even as he’s already halfway up and toward the door.

			‘Do you want to watch somewhere else?’ Leo queries, somewhat meekly.

			Oliver doesn’t reply, only lets the silence speak for him, but ten minutes later when he’s sitting in the canteen with a second coffee and a scrambled egg on toast, right ahead of kickoff, Leo reappears. A few admin staff, an academy kid, and Marcos, who didn’t make the match team, are all sitting at other tables, but Leo takes the seat next to Oliver without a word, both of them clad in matching black joggers and team hoodies – Leo’s are creased with newness, never worn before.

			They watch Finn kick it off to Trevor, who swiftly loses possession to Bournemouth, one of their big, hulking strikers playing aggressively from the jump.

			Silence isn’t awkward during a football match. Sometimes, Oliver yells along with the best of them, cursing the ref and the opponents and God himself, but when he’s really watching, with his head and not just his heart, he’s quiet. He observes the footwork, picks out the upcoming passes before they happen, and because he’s not made of stone, touches the rose on his chest and prays Camden will score. Leo seems to innately grasp this, sitting stock-still with his chin in his palm, tracking the ball back and forth like a cartoon character at Wimbledon. They spend forty-five minutes plus stoppage time this way, nary a sound or reaction passed between them. It probably helps that the match is a disastrous, scoreless slog that never leaves the very center of the pitch. The shrill pierce of the halftime whistle brings Oliver back to the present time and place, coming up for a gulp of air after a deep dive underwater. Leo looks at him and grimaces – even pulling faces, he has perfectly symmetrical features.

			

			‘What did you think?’ he asks Oliver, who just shrugs again. Whatever de Boer asked of him, Oliver didn’t promise to obey the spirit of the law rather than the letter. And he isn’t particularly eager to reveal any useful information or thoughtful commentary. ‘If you were playing, would you do anything differently?’ Leo tries again.

			‘Score, maybe,’ Oliver snaps. Leo’s pretty face turns downcast; for the first time, he seems to understand that Oliver’s responses are short and sullen on purpose.

			‘Did I say something wrong? Or have you always been such a dick?’ Leo asks, hotly, a touch sulkily.

			‘Oh no, you’re grand. I’m super thrilled to be taking care of your fledgling career instead of focusing on, I don’t know, the Premier League.’

			They’re sizing each other up across the table now, bristling and glowering. Oliver notices for the first time that Leo has a stupid gold hoop in his nose. It’s a miracle no one has yanked it out of him yet.

			‘Well,’ Leo hisses back. ‘You’re doing a great job. You’ve said ten words to me and been supremely unwelcoming. I guess I should be flattered that you’re so threatened by me.’

			Oliver laughs sharply, all teeth and no smile.

			‘Listen, mate—’

			

			Leo cuts him off before he can say anything further.

			‘I’m not your mate, but I am your fucking teammate, okay?’

			Oliver takes a deep breath. He’s going to get up and walk out of here and hopefully never have a conversation of this length with Leonardo Davies-Villanueva again. He leans in and lets his voice drop to a whisper, carefully enunciating every syllable while looking squarely, unblinking, into a pair of furious, enormous eyes.

			‘Tell the gaffer whatever you want, but this’ – he waves a dismissive hand between them – ‘isn’t my job. If you’re still in the picture in a couple months – which, for the record, I highly doubt you will be – I look forward to working with you. Otherwise, get back to Spain in one piece, yeah?’

			Even once he gets home, Oliver’s skin still prickles like he’ll have to choose between fight or flight at any minute and he can’t even properly pace the house with one working leg. He’d listened to the second half of the match from his phone in the shower. It was as bad as the first, the team limping to a scoreless draw and looking dead on their feet for the entire hour and a half. Now he’s sitting on the sofa in his media room (a fancy name for where the big TV lives), ostensibly watching the news but actually frowning up at the ceiling.

			What is it about Leo that makes him want to earn himself another red card? One hour around this guy and he’s seriously considering fisticuffs. It’s kind of embarrassing – he is threatened, but he shouldn’t be.

			Usually, he loves having an academy graduate around, having been one himself. Camden FC produces clever and precocious footballers, roses to their very core. There’s something to Leo, though, that makes Oliver’s blood pressure rise. Does he think a triumphant homecoming to the first team and a once-in-a-generation playmaker for a mentor were his destiny and not an extremely rare combination of hard work, skill, luck, desire? And his whole vibe! The nose ring and the tan and the fluffy hair. What a complete prick. Leo doesn’t look like a footballer; he looks like he did a master’s at the Royal College of Art with Maggie – oh, he should call Maggie.

			

			Seconds later, her flatmate answers, chirping brightly down the phone.

			‘Oliver! Oliver Harris! How are you? Coming by anytime soon? My boyfriend literally cannot wait to meet you, you know, everyone always thinks it’s just brill that I know you,’ she barrels along cheerfully. The last time Oliver saw her, when he’d come to meet Maggie for dinner just before Christmas, she’d recently sworn off men forever and was courting a beauty from the artisan candle shoppe in the Maltby Street market. Talking to Millie is not unlike experiencing whiplash, but pleasantly.

			‘Mills,’ someone calls from the background. ‘That’s my phone! Let him go!’

			‘We’re catching up! Wait, give me that!’ she says, but clearly Maggie has recovered the phone because now it’s her voice saying, ‘Hi, hi, Ollie.’

			‘Maaaaaaaaagssss,’ he whines, drawing her name out into many syllables.

			‘Lay it on me,’ she says promptly.

			‘Do you think I’m, like, fundamentally a bad person who deserves cosmic punishment?’

			

			‘Yes. I’ve been saying that for years.’

			He snorts and slides partway off the couch, contorting his back in a way that only an extremely fit professional athlete could ever really manage and which almost definitely won’t help his recovery.

			‘Willem wants me to teach this guy – some academy burnout, a no-name – how to be Camden’s new favorite midfielder,’ he says, realizing as he speaks just how much that hurts to hear. ‘He’s more interested in me showing it to someone else than he is in the fact that I’m still here.’

			Maggie hums thoughtfully, but not unsympathetically.

			‘Don’t you think, maybe, that him asking you means he knows what he’s got with you?’

			‘If I trusted him, I might think that.’ Oliver had suspected this reasoning from her and he rejects it. ‘But I don’t trust him. I think he’s punishing me for losing my cool last month and then getting injured right after. And catching up with this guy didn’t give me a lot of confidence in his judgment.’

			‘Okay, oof,’ she says. ‘What’s his deal? Do you know him?’

			‘Hardly. He’s been on loan in Spain, so he’s never played in the Prem, he clearly thinks he should have been called up sooner, he has so much energy, and he was extremely upset that I do not want to be his best friend.’

			Oliver counts the reasons on his fingers as he lists them off to be sure he doesn’t miss anything.

			‘Name?’

			‘Leo Davies-Villanueva,’ he says, adopting a Spanish lisp to say the name as dramatically as possible. Almost as soon as he gets the words out, Maggie lets out a soft ‘Oh.’ From the background, Millie shrieks and wolf-whistles.

			

			‘Ollie, he’s so handsome,’ Maggie says. ‘We can’t hate him!’

			‘Wait, how did you even do that? Did you have Instagram open this whole time? And yes, we can hate him! We do hate him!’

			‘Maybe I hate you! The cutest boy in London is vying to hang out with you, and you loathe him. This is criminal. What a waste,’ she sniffs. She’s joking, but Oliver winces. Recently, everything has been sitting so close to the surface, liable to pop up and knock the wind out of him with no warning.

			Maggie was his first girlfriend – his first real best friend too. They’d met in primary school and been inseparable until the night of his eighteenth birthday. They still are now, but differently so. By eighteen, Maggie was an absolute knockout, all thrifted blazers and silky hair, as well as an art history student and budding sculptor, while he was just getting used to keeping all his things in the first team changing room. And Oliver couldn’t keep lying to her. He wanted to keep her close, to hold on to the Camden of his childhood and to her wonderful company, and he loved her, of course, he loves her still, loves her loud laugh and her calloused small hands, but he knows now he wasn’t ever really in love with her. He was in love with football, and maybe with the famous names who transformed from his idols to his co-workers before his eyes.

			There were no gay men in the Premier League when Oliver’s career began, nor in any other top flight in any country, and technically there aren’t any now either, because he’s not telling. Someone tried once, in the nineties, but he never made a team sheet again. One guy in America came out and the day the news broke Oliver cried in the shower until he felt woozy from the steam, partially because it was a huge deal, but mostly because it still felt like it hardly counted – not when it happened somewhere where they call it soccer.

			

			It’s a different kind of serious in England. The stakes are higher – too high – for him. Oliver wants to believe he can’t be the only one, that he’s not totally alone in the life he chose, but he is. There’s no one like him, Camden fans like to say, no one like Harris. And it sure feels like there isn’t. All his life he’s taken the pitch with ten other teammates and thousands of screaming people in the stadium, but he’s always been alone.

			Even when he hasn’t wanted to be, or hasn’t wanted to believe he is, something – someone – always reminds him. In December, it was a midfielder from Southampton, who Oliver had snapped at, told him to stop tugging his shirt. Yeah, all right, he’d said back to Oliver, almost conspiratorially. Don’t get yourself in such a fucking strop. Acting like a faggot, you are. The way he’d said it, so casual, like they might have a laugh about it together after the match was over, tore Oliver in two. He’d gotten himself into a bigger strop, and he’d shoved him down, hard, right to the pitch, unprovoked in the eyes of anyone standing more than a foot away from them. He couldn’t defend himself, to the referee or his teammates, nor to Willem later. To admit why he’d done it would reveal why it bothered him so much – so Oliver accepted his suspension, watched Camden lose the match and then the two he was forbidden to play in, and read all the headlines, all of them right but none of them knowing why: harris loses his cool. camden’s rose has its thorns. is oliver harris what he used to be?

			

			‘Ground control to Major Harris,’ Maggie says, drawing him back from the memories. ‘Sorry, shouldn’t have said that. I’m only teasing.’

			‘I know you are, Mags. But it’s not… that’s not why,’ Oliver says vaguely, afraid of what Millie might hear.

			‘I believe you. But I also believe this kind of thing will solve itself. Try not to resent him too much.’

			Maggie’s right, but Oliver will allow himself the dignity of not admitting that to her.

			‘You’re running late to the studio, aren’t you?’ he asks, pleased when it comes out airily, as if it just occurred to him.

			‘Someone called in a crisis and kept me,’ she replies. ‘Goodbye, Ollie. I love you,’ she reminds him as they hang up.

			Oliver dreams about the World Cup. It’s in England and the final is at Wembley, a misty night with stars somehow visible overhead. There are the three lions on his chest and it’s the seventy-fifth minute, but his uniform is starchy white. His hair isn’t sweaty at all, still neatly sweeping across his brow. He’s not tired, either, tracking the whole massive length of the pitch faster than he’s ever run before, the ball fairly glued to his left foot. The team scores again and again and again. When he finds the stands, he sees his parents and Maggie all together, dancing and shouting with face paint on their cheeks. His own face aches from smiling – he’s so happy, so incredibly happy, he’s going to be a world champion. He scores again, a chip from outside the box, such a sexy little thing. He wants to run to the nearest teammate, wants to jump into their arms. Then he spins around toward his left and standing there laughing brightly, curls askew under a headband, hands reaching for him, is Leo.

			

			Oliver sits bolt upright in bed, chest heaving. His bedroom is meant to be calming, with crisp white sheets and a smattering of tapered candles lining a deep-set window. Somehow his whole body is thrumming anyway, gasping for each breath. When was the last time he dreamt of his parents like that? Why on earth would he be celebrating the World Cup with Leo DaviesSodding-Villanueva, even subconsciously? How is 2017 already so weird and cursed and awful, just four days in?

			He works his way up, registers the stiffness in his left leg, and immediately sits back down at the foot of the bed, rubbing at his throbbing forehead. He wants to skip training, an urge that’s unfamiliar and unwelcome to him. Of course he won’t, of course he can’t, especially because Joe is picking him up and that means he’s already late.

			Joe is the Premier League’s most underrated goalkeeper and Oliver’s best football friend, since they were the only first team players too young to go out drinking. He is also always two things: overdressed and ten minutes early. When Oliver limps down the icy stoop, Joe is leaning out the window, wearing a freshly pressed shirt and shaking his head at Oliver’s running leggings and ratty old team hoodie, mismatched under his calflength winter coat.

			‘You didn’t need to come get me,’ Oliver grumbles, once he’s gingerly climbed into the passenger seat. ‘I’m doing great, as you can see.’

			‘Are you?’ Joe says. ‘I was actually going to say I have a New Year’s resolution for you: cheer up.’

			

			‘It doesn’t feel like a new year,’ he replies. ‘It feels like the end of an era. Every time we get to the Crossing I wonder if it’ll be the last time. I worry we might never play together again. I’m perfectly cheery, under the circumstances.’

			‘Is that it, then?’ Joe asks, sounding shocked. He reaches over to jostle him – Oliver bats him away and points insistently at the road. ‘De Boer is in your head, man. I’m not going anywhere, I swear to you, neither of us are. You’ve been stringing Camden along by the laces of your boots since you were a kid. They’ll not let go of you.’

			‘Willem might.’

			‘No, he won’t. He just wants to see what we’re made of. What we had wasn’t working for anyone, so he’s trying something new.’

			It’s a generous read, and Oliver has never had a reason not to trust Joe’s judgment before, but he doesn’t buy it.

			‘He called back Davies-Villanueva, the one on loan in Spain. He asked me to mentor him. He’s coming to training and he’ll probably debut before I’m back,’ Oliver says. ‘I think Willem wants me to shape him up to take my spot. I have this horrible feeling, like I’m actually finished here.’ His voice is tight and hoarse with the effort of holding back tears, which embarrasses and infuriates him.

			Joe regains his grip on Oliver’s biceps and gives him another shake.

			‘Ollie, you beautiful fool. You’re missing the forest for the trees. Why would Willem want anyone to learn from you if he thought you were shit? This is a gift. He’s finally giving you a midfield partner. No more having to do it all alone.’ Oliver shakes his head, still not looking at Joe, chewing on his lower lip. Since his arrival, Willem’s piercing looks seem to see all the weakness in him, the stuff worth punishing, not preserving. Joe, bless him, loves Oliver too much to see that, but he can feel it in his gut. Willem is testing him, first with playing time and now with an unbearable boy. Oliver doesn’t think he can handle it. He’s always coasted on being young and healthy in addition to being talented, but now he knows that you can only ever see the light of a dying star, and he has no idea if he might be about to burn out. And if he’s not a footballer, he’s not sure who he is. He’s given everything up for the sake of being one. He thought it would be worth it, for Camden; he never anticipated it would mean this. ‘I wouldn’t lie to you, mate,’ Joe insists, less forcefully.

			

			‘Christ, Joe, of course not,’ Oliver says quietly. ‘I know you wouldn’t.’

			‘So do you believe me?’

			‘I believe that you believe it, sure.’

			‘You’re not going anywhere. We’re gonna get old and retire here and then they’re going to bury us under the pitch,’ Joe says as he pulls into his parking spot.

			‘Speak for yourself.’ He turns to face Joe. ‘I’m getting cremated and the urn is going on your bloody mantel. Now leave me to brood, would you?’

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ Joe says, ruffling Oliver’s sandy brown head as he exits. ‘Lock it behind you. And if you’re not inside in five minutes, don’t think I won’t send Charles to get you.’

			It’s no idle threat – Charles is built like a bulldog and about as friendly – so Oliver only waits three minutes before getting out of the car. He wasn’t expecting Leo to be skulking in the fog, blocking the players’ entrance to Camden Crossing from beneath a bundle of hat and gloves and scarf. The newcomer looks decidedly chagrined; somehow, even the way he lifts a hand to wave feels passive-aggressive.

			

			As they stand across the car park appraising each other, Oliver feels a sweeping shame that someone could witness him glowering at a new teammate. It’s accompanied by continued annoyance at Leo, who seems to always appear when he’s least welcome and ruin even the best of feelings.

			Oliver takes his time walking to the door, both to delay the inevitable and to demonstrate some kind of masculine mastery of the chilly air. When he reaches the building, Leo still hasn’t moved or spoken, so Oliver raises his eyebrows in an approximation of a question, hoping they communicate something along the lines of, Well, you’ll have to go first, because I could stand here comfortably all day.

			‘I shouldn’t have snapped at you,’ Leo says sorrowfully, by way of greeting. ‘I’m sorry.’

			Oliver bites back a laugh. He’s not ever seen a person look colder or more begrudging. If it were anyone else, it would be truly kind of him to wait outside, clearly miserable, nearly late for his first day in the Premier League, just for the sake of delivering an apology.

			‘And don’t you look it,’ he replies, saccharine-sweet, then feels like an arsehole for it. He relents, sighing and nodding an acknowledgment, then yanks the door open, indicating Leo should step through first. Reluctantly, he chucks an olive branch at the back of his head. ‘Go on and start getting ready. I’ll introduce you to the lads.’

			The changing room itself is pure, unmitigated chaos: twenty-two men under the age of forty in varying states of undress, hollering over each other in a not-uncramped space with strangely excellent acoustics. It’s loud, colorful, and truthfully a bit smelly. Oliver loves it. When he steps in, the whole room unifies into the bedlam of hellos and he’s buffeted by a rush of Camden-home-team love, better than any drug could ever feel.

			

			‘All right, you animals,’ Oliver shouts from under the crush of a group hug he’s receiving from Garcia, and Joe, and Ji-Hoon, and Trevor.

			Anthony, leader of men, gets his voice to rise above the crowd.

			‘If you fuck his leg up more, he’ll just be gone longer,’ Anthony calls out, and Oliver gratefully claps his captain’s hand in greeting as he extricates himself from the tangle of limbs. ‘And who’s that you’ve got with you?’ he continues, gesturing to where Leo is hovering in the doorway, looking unsure. Oliver wills himself to come off as welcoming, polite, mentorly.

			‘Okay, boys,’ he announces, though he’s certain he’s got everyone’s attention already. ‘Some of you might remember Leo. He’s back from loan, courtesy of the gaffer and my bum hamstring, fresh from Valencia. Everyone, meet Leo. Leo, meet everyone.’ He probably should have more to say – about Leo’s career or about his potential as a teammate – but he’s only exchanged a handful of noncombative words with the guy and couldn’t be arsed to watch the scouting report Willem foisted on him, so this will have to do.

			Luckily, the equipment staff has put Leo’s things in an open locker next to Ahmed Haji, who came up through the academy the year above Leo and was called up to the first team three months ago. The two of them gravitate together to start an excited, whispered conversation that also seems to involve taking selfies. Oliver’s work here is done. He starts changing at his own stall, which is both tidy and long inhabited, with a number of pictures taped to the green metal and an extensive, expensive skincare routine in his shower caddy.

			

			He’s about to strip down to his swimming gear, preparing for the ceaseless pattern of laps back and forth in the water instead of around the pitch, when Willem and Sebastian enter the fray, descending the stairs from the main building. The room silences and pivots all attention to the two of them, but rather than speaking, Sebastian begins drawing an intricate, many-colored diagram on the whiteboard. Standing beside him, pale and cryptic under the fluorescent lights, Willem surveys the team placidly. After a beat, he speaks – Oliver isn’t sure if his tone is ominous or if it’s just what he’s saying that’s so unsettling:

			‘Harris, a word?’

			Joe shoots him a panicked look. Henri visibly winces. Oliver doesn’t respond, just rises from beside his locker and follows Willem into the small meeting room next door with the feel of a man walking the plank. He shuts the door behind him, conscious that the upper half of the room is windowed and that Gavin is a strangely talented lip-reader. Willem, predictably, only sits across from him in one of the scattered plastic office chairs and says nothing at all.

			‘Something up, coach?’ Oliver asks grimly, resentful to be made to initiate his own punishment.

			‘I’ve heard your meeting with our young Leo was a disaster.’

			Oliver blanches, lightning fast, before schooling his expression to blankness and forcing out a questioning hum.

			

			‘Spare me the particulars,’ Willem sighs, before turning his full focus on him with something more forceful in his face than Oliver’s ever seen. ‘What did I miss, Oliver? Everything I’ve read about you, everything I heard before I took this job, led me to believe that anything I might wish to accomplish in Camden led back to you. I thought you were the beating heart of this club.’

			Willem sounds almost plaintive, but his eyes are angry. Oliver waits for his own anger to come, defensiveness even, but only fear and a deep well of sadness rise up to meet him. He wants to be those things. He thinks he can be. If he isn’t – who is he at all, then? That’s what all this has been for, the whole sum of his life.

			‘Come on, sir. You might have thought that, but you didn’t ask anything of me, until you wanted me to train someone else,’ he says desperately, before it occurs to him to attempt guardedness. ‘Why didn’t you tell me to play harder? Train me to score more? Appeal the match ban?’

			Willem, somewhat distressingly, leans forward and rests a heavy hand on his shoulder. Oliver starts to move, intending to shove him off, but in the nick of time he thinks better of it and stays in place, right fist clenched in his lap.
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