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Natasha raised the camera to point at the top of the filthy stand, and placed her eye to the viewfinder. The sun was just off to the right and would have made the shot near impossible had it not been for the heavy December cloud that only hinted at its location. 

The concrete was crumbling in places and only a faint black outline remained of the lettering that once read THE GLADSTONE STAND.

The grey concrete stained by years of pigeon excrement and no one left to clean and paint, only added yet more misery to the sorry scene.

THE GLADSTONE STAND – the moment when those words appeared over the trees on approach to the stadium always invoked joy in her - far more than seeing the sea for the first time as a child.

Where the other kids sang, ‘I can see the sea front! I can see the sea front!’ on school trips, she sang different words to the same tune in her head, 'I can see the sta-di-um. I can see the sta-di-um!’ and then once accidentally out loud in the presence of her father and brother who both gave her a shocked looked before chuckling and joining in with her.

But just like everything else at the stadium, it was little more than a shadow of its former self, and a reminder of childhood memories, a football club that had long since moved to new facilities.

She’d studied the dirty plexiglass too, trying to think back to a time when it might have ever been clean. It was dirty when she was a child, although she had remembered it was still possible to see through it from the inside, but only just.

A pigeon landed on a rusted floodlight and peered sadly down into the stadium while the wind ruffled its feathers. It let out a mournful cry and flapped its wings.

‘Same here Patricia, same here.’

The pigeon considered her for a moment. It looked at Natasha, looked into the stadium, then clumsily took wing.

‘Natasha Black?’

The man’s voice startled her and shook her out of her daydream. 

He was about ten years her junior, had slightly dishevelled hair and a recent fading tan. Boyish looking, kind of, with a bit of stubble. ‘Yes. That’s me,’ she said forcing a smile.

‘Great!’ he smiled. ‘I’m Darren –from Summerbee & Son Developments. Good to meet you at last. I feel we’ve been talking with the council forever and they’ve been avoiding us.’

‘Goodness no. This should have happened long before now but it’s good to meet you too, Darren. I feel like we’ve been talking forever too, so the feeling’s mutual.’ They shook hands.

‘Yes, it's been a long road. And finally, here we are.’ He looked up at the floodlight and for one moment, Natasha thought she caught a look of sadness. It was gone in less than a second.

‘So, shall we?’ he said, putting his business face back on again.

Natasha smiled heavily. ‘Yes, let’s get this over with.’

Darren removed a set of keys from his inside coat pocket. They rattled as he went through them. ‘I think I have all the keys to every door in the stadium. Hang on a sec.’

‘I’m really sorry to have you out here this late in the year. Last working day before Christmas?’ she asked.

‘It is for us, yes. Though I’m back in the office on the 28th. So, it’s not much of an imposition to be out today. You?’

‘Hmm, my last day until new year. Considering the bulldozers are coming in the day after I’m back to work.’ She shrugged.

‘It gets me out of the office for a bit, and I’ll be back in time for the Christmas snacks!’ He gripped the key between his fingers, allowing the others to weigh heavily from it.

Natasha punched the air. ‘Win all round.’

Darren opened the exit door and gestured for her to step through. The scent of damp concrete touched her nose and was gone.

She stood there for a moment, peering into the darkness beyond. ‘Would you indulge my inner eight-year-old?’

Darren blinked. ‘Sorry?’

‘May I go through the turnstile? Like I said, my inner eight-year-old needs placating.’

‘Oh. Oh yes. We carried out a safety assessment last week, so it's safe. And it’s still working. A bit stiff with age though.’

Darren unlocked the booth and stepped in while Natasha waited patiently. A series of metal parts clanged: knocking, grinding, and resisting.

Natasha winced. ‘If it’s too much trouble I could just walk through the open door?’

‘It isn’t!’ The turnstile opened. Almost at once, Natasha was hit with the familiar scents of dilapidation: dust, damp, pigeon poo, probably some human waste, and the grime of the ages. But other scents too, aromas that weren’t really there, but stirred by the site of a place she knew well. They were sweat, tea, coffee, hot chocolate, Bovril, bacon sandwiches, sausage baps, and burgers, fried onions, unclean toilets, rain seeping through concrete.

She stepped up to the turnstile and placed her hand against it. Immediately her mind went back thirty-five years to the eight-year-old going to her first game, queueing up at the barrier for the very first time, invigorated by a sense of unity. She could almost see the sea of blue and white scarves and bobble hats patiently waiting to pass through the turnstile.

She remembered thinking there was nothing quite like it, and she wanted all of it for as long as she lived.

‘Wait. Can I see your ticket?’ Darren chuckled.

‘Oh, sorry!’ Natasha held up an imaginary ticket.

‘Great!’ Darren said. ‘Enjoy the game! Should be a good one! Did you see Watson’s goal last week? Word is, Arsenal are lining up a big bad in the January transfer window.’

‘Arsenal snap up all our best players,’ she groaned. ‘They’ve never forgiven us beating them in the league cup final.’

‘Nineteen sixty-eight?’

‘Ooh close! Nineteen sixty-nine.’

‘Long time to hold a grudge.’

‘With good reason. When I watched that game with my daughter at a special anniversary screening a few years ago, she said “not gonna lie, I'd be salty nearly sixty years later after that one” when the first goal went in.’

They shared a laugh.

As Natasha stepped through the turnstile, she closed her eyes and cast her mind back. The scent of aged oil hit her nostrils as the metal turnstile started its grind; it wasn’t altogether unpleasant.

Clunk, clang, clang, clang, clang, clank, clunk.

And through.
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