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Around 11.00 p.m. on Wednesday night, 27 October 1976, I lie motionless in bed, having just been woken up by an enormous, terrifying roar. My heart pounding, I instinctively stay as silent as possible to avoid any chance of alerting whatever had made it. As I lie, gulping in silence, I know it can only be one thing. The one thing I’d been worried about every night since the dinosaur poster went up: the allosaurus in the Jurassic section had come alive! I hear a short hissing noise, followed by a thud, causing the whole house to shudder. It’s coming from the lounge downstairs. I feel a wave of relief coming over me that if it is the allosaurus at least it’s not in my room. I dart a glance to the wall, and right enough, it is still there … but what’s downstairs? A robber! I gulp anxiously. Maybe the robber’s hurting my dad! Ten minutes later, I finally pluck up the courage to get up, dash past the poster without looking at it, out into the landing and down the stairs …


My continual bubbling is abruptly halted as I creep to the last step by another thunderous roar reverberating through the house … At least now I know it is definitely coming from my dad. But I am still trembling with fear, so unusual, all these noises, all this charge and emotion … I push the lounge door gently … I peak round into the room; I see the back of my mum’s sleepy head resting against the side wing of her armchair (fat lot of good she’d have been if there had been an allosaurus in my room). And there is my dad with his back to me, on his knees in front of the TV. His hair is all over the place (and there’s a lot of it, this is 1976), his shirt is out and tie tossed on the couch opposite, he’s clutching a half empty pint glass in his left hand. There’s something on the TV, and the volume is up unusually loud. All of a sudden, another huge cry, his arms raised in the air, punching repeatedly machine like, his tousled hair flying left and right as he shakes his head, shouting, swearing again and again. Still confused by all this, I instinctively know by this point that whatever had happened was a good thing. Although by now all my fear has lapsed, just seeing this sort of happy anger makes me wary … wary enough to keep my arrival in the lounge behind them a secret for the time being. Then, all of a sudden, Dad makes a single punch in the air, and men on the TV are doing the same thing back to him. When he turns to Mum, he notices me out of the corner of his eye, and runs over to sweep me up in the air for a huge hug – the only time my breaching of the bedtime curfew would be treated with such celebration. That moment was when it all really started.


Dad had just watched something remarkable. He’d just seen the highlights of a football match. He was a teacher and had returned from work that Wednesday night with some homework to correct. He’d have known the game was on the radio, but deliberately avoided it, giving the marking his full attention. So, when he eventually sat down in front of the TV, he watched the game unfold as if it was live. Judging by the noise he made, he seemed to think that he was actually there. And no wonder, this match saw Aberdeen, my dad’s team, win the semi-final of the Scottish League Cup. We had reached the Final for the first time in over 20 years. Not only this, we had won by the unbelievable margin of 5-1.


After all the initial trauma, all it really meant to me at the time was a rare, late-night chance to bounce about the lounge in my pyjamas and to be a five-year-old. But that’s not how I remember it now. This is my earliest memory of football and its ability to turn my gentle dad into a raging animal. But maybe I don’t even remember that. Maybe the reason I think I remember it is because in the not too distant future it was going to have a similar effect on me too. Things were going to get a lot more animated than just a couple of roars in the lounge. Little did I know, by the time I was old enough to go to games, I would have already become a part of European football’s most unlikely fairytale. I would be taken all over Scotland to watch our Aberdeen side transformed from provincial no-hopers into Scotland’s dominant force and ultimately Europe’s official number one team. This is our story as I saw it, growing up in Scotland as an Aberdeen supporter with my fantastic big pal, my dad, in a football dream world. It was to be the dream world that my dad had hoped for all his life, and so tonight there was more reason than ever to believe that the reality might start now. But there was one reason more than any other behind this belief.


My dad’s shouts and roars that night were not just about a crushing 5-1 victory in a high profile semi-final. It was much, much more than that. The side we beat was none other than the almighty Glasgow Rangers. For as long as Dad could remember, Aberdeen, along with most of the rest of Scotland, had lived in the shadow of this crowd and their nemesis Glasgow Celtic – together, the all powerful, all conquering, Old Firm. This emphatic victory was as serious a defiance of Scottish football’s ruling class, as my dad or anyone else had ever seen. That night, his emotional eruptions were about an outpouring, a release of years and years of frustration. That night, he was savouring a long awaited revenge, revenge he never expected to see taken so emphatically, so dramatically. But much more importantly, it meant hope. Greater hope than ever that now Aberdeen could mount the challenge against them that he’d so longed for.


But, before the new challenge would start, Dad had a date with some pals at the Grampian Hotel the following night. And he couldn’t wait for that. Since they’d met two or three years ago, their occasional midweek sessions had been dominated by one theme, lamenting and bemoaning the scourge of the Old Firm. So they’d surely be as thrilled as Dad at what all this might mean for the Scottish game. But, much to his surprise and annoyance, instead of revelry, his evening of indulging the dreams and hopes he thought they all held, would be drowned in cold water.
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Gordon closed the last of the dark blue A5 jotters, squared them into a neat pile and pushed them to the edge of his large oak desk, ready for tomorrow’s second-year class to pick up. Marking homework was never the easiest thing to do due to the sheer repetitiveness of it all, but tonight it had been an enormous struggle, and he’d felt guilty about how often he seemed to lose his concentration. As he stood up, giving the room a final once over, he knew it was probably that extra beer he’d squeezed in last night that was behind the nagging sore head he’d had all day and his recurrent concentration lapses. But surely anyone would have done that, he thought to himself. We won 5-1 against Rangers, the team that won the Treble last year. Whoever beat the Old Firm sides by that scoreline nowadays? And to have it all unfold, sitting there, watching the highlights as if it was live. It was as close as he’d come to feeling like he was there again, at a game in Aberdeen. Like he’d been most Saturdays in his life before moving to Perth five years ago. But deep down, he knew there was more than just a hangover preying on his mind. By the time he got onto the A85 to drive home from Crieff, he’d faced up to the real issue. He was homesick. Again! On the way home, he was obsessing about it.


That was all it would take. Any reminder of the things they used to do when they lived in Aberdeen was enough, like the dreams he’d held for Aberdeen FC all his life, victories over the Old Firm (and the 5-1 against Rangers was the most sensational he could remember). That was it, he decided. Not the hangover at all. It was the longing to go home. He realised he must subconsciously think about it every day, and right now it was full on. But it just didn’t make any sense. Everything was great now in Perth, he was already a Principal Teacher at Crieff High at the age of 32, Elaine was settled in her teaching job and the kids (Stuart [that’s me] and Lynne) were happy here too. He realised that it must be the same for his pal, Derek, although it was not the sort of thing that ever seemed to come up in conversation. But then again, maybe it was different for him, Derek being from Falkirk, a Falkirk supporter. His home town was much nearer to Perth than Aberdeen, half the distance. That meant that he was able to go back to see his folks and his team fairly frequently. That’s what made being an Aberdonian in Perth different, much like being an Englishman, or even a continental European.


By the time he was approaching home, he’d got himself together again. The fact that he had pals who were fellow exiles, was a blessing in itself, even though he only ever saw them occasionally and all they ever spoke about was football. And the anticipation of what should be the best Grampian Hotel session ever in the wake of the Rangers match, had taken over his thoughts and had him feeling much better about everything. It was going to be full on in all senses, and he reckoned Derek and the other guys in the bar would be as excited as he was at what it might mean for Aberdeen. He parked the car in the driveway, went to the front door to give my mum a kiss, and then set off on the walk down to the Grampian Hotel. Ten minutes later as he pulled the door open, he caught a glimpse of Derek through the crowded bar room, taking off his jacket at a table by the back window. Next to him was sitting Dr Harry Carter, a Hearts fan and a regular in the bar who Derek and Gordon both knew. Excellent.


‘Here’s the boy! Look at him! Look at him!’ says a beaming Derek, rubbing his hands enthusiastically as Gordon takes his pew. Harry on the other hand says nothing, sat back in his chair, arms folded, deliberately blanking Gordon, looking out of the window to his left. Gordon immediately picked up that something might be afoot.


‘What can I get ye Gordon to celebrate the start of a new era, bottle of champagne?’ asks Derek, on his feet and already on his way to the bar.


‘Oh, no, a pint of 80’ll do, cheers.’


‘Well, well, well, young man,’ pronounces Harry, breaking his silence with his avuncular air. They had all met through the table tennis club they were members of. Dr Harry Carter (his title coming from his much trumpeted PhD in classics from St Andrews), was a lawyer working in Dundee. Gordon and Derek were teachers, Derek still in an assistant post at Perth Academy, unlike ‘career man’ Gordon who’d gone to take the role of Principal Teacher of Geography at Crieff High in August that year. Perth Academy was a much bigger concern than Crieff High and so to get ahead you were going to have to be patient. But when they met up, none of this mattered. Gordon believed that Harry and he had more in common than simply their mutual exile in Perth. They were united in the honourable struggle against the Old Firm in a different way from Derek, a Falkirk supporter (although his secondary sympathies were with Aberdeen), and supporters of other smaller teams. Harry and Gordon’s teams were two of a handful of so-called ‘bigger clubs’ in the struggle against the Old Firm. Harry could be aloof and patronising and his stories could go on for hours but the flip side was that Harry brought special qualities to any football discussion that really appealed to him. Harry was the walking personification of that outrageous arrogance that Edinburgh people often possessed, an edge that the stand against the Old Firm really needed. And he truly was a monument to Heart of Midlothian FC, a season ticket holder since he was a teenager (so he said) and was, as he’d documented every single time they’d met, the personal friend of most of the great Hearts team of the 1950s – the last side to have mounted a proper challenge against the Old Firm. But little did Dad know that tonight, Aberdeen’s sensational League Cup semi result was to bring out an altogether different side of Harry. Dad’s inkling that something was afoot was spot on. And what was said, or more accurately what Gordon would learn, would resonate with him for years to come (not that he would ever admit it).


‘Five-one? Against Rangers in a semi-final?’ snorts Harry. ‘You’ll no be used to that!’ Gordon immediately senses that there really is something up with Harry as he laughs it off, nodding in agreement. They sit in an awkward silence waiting for Derek to come back, and Gordon realises there’s definitely something wrong. It can’t be though? Could he be annoyed that Aberdeen had hammered Rangers? Gordon would be happy if it had been Hearts who had done that to Rangers, he certainly wouldn’t be off about it.


‘So, is this it?’ asks the beaming Derek, arriving back at the table with three pints in a precarious triangular clutch that causes his whole frame to descend in slow motion in order to land them safely on the table. ‘Is this the beginning, the smashing of the Old Firm, the provincial challenge we’ve all been waiting for?’


‘How many times have I told you pair about that word?’ mutters Harry, pulling them up as usual for using the ‘provincial’ label for even the most indirect reference to the capital city or its football clubs.


‘With a result like that, you have to believe, don’t ye? It’s all doun to Ally MacLeod; we’ve never hid a manager like it. I reckon he can do it, I really do,’ chirps Gordon. ‘Ah mean, in all the years that I can mine, right back to 1956 when I started goin’ to games, I dinna think I’ve ever seen a side that wis able to beat Rangers or Celtic like ’at. It’s all aboot confidence, and MacLeod jist oozes it, ken?’ Derek nods away. ‘So why can we nae ging on and win the League Cup and maybe mair?’ says Gordon shrugging his shoulders, opening the floor for debate and taking another long satisfied glug from his pint.


‘Maybe the Treble!’ adds Derek. ‘And then who knows? Maybe in five to ten years you’ll be running the show! I can just hear Davie Francy now, “And here at Hampden it’s finished Aberdeen 3 Celtic 0, sealing a second Treble in three years for this remarkable Aberdeen side, surely now the undisputed, dominant force in the Scottish game!” he commentates, holding an imaginary mike to his mouth for his renowned Davie Francy impression.


‘Or what about “… Jarvie beats Greig, beats Jardine, beats Johnstone, crosses and the diving header from Scott almost bursts the net!” roars Gordon, with no attempt to sound like anyone other than himself as commentator. “… That’s it! That’s it! Aberdeen 5 Rangers 0 at Pittodrie, what a way to retain the Scottish Premier League title for the fifth year on the trot!! What a way to …”’


‘Not a hope in hell!’ scoffs Harry from behind his cigar. Taken aback by Harry’s interruption, Gordon slowly drops his hands from his commentator and mic mime. There was no doubt about it now in Gordon’s mind. Harry was in one of those moods.


‘No one, or certainly no football team, can dominate the Old Firm,’ asserts Harry. ‘For that, you’ll need some Prussian warlords or dictators and another world war …’ Harry takes another couple of long drags on his cigar, assessing whether Gordon and Derek have grasped the meaning of his departure into German history. They hadn’t, he concluded from the two dumbfounded faces in front of him. ‘… In other words, the only things known to mankind to have successfully stopped Rangers and Celtic winning trophies over any period of time.’


‘What’s up with the old Jambo tonight?’ asks Derek to Gordon. Gordon glances once towards Harry who he found staring back at him seriously. There could be only one thing behind this. Harry was envious.


‘What’s up?’ barks Harry. ‘Listen to all this shite I’m being subjected too.’


‘What do you mean Harry?’ asks Derek.


‘Two Trebles in three years? Five league titles on the trot? Listen to yourselves, you’re in cloud cuckoo land!’ Gordon takes a weary sip of his pint before sighing deeply to himself in silence. Not only is Harry envious, but he’s also turning this into one of his high and mighty lectures, this time on a subject that Gordon fancied he knew at least as much about as Harry. He is not going to get his own way on this, especially not tonight, Gordon vows to himself.


‘“Domination”, boys, is winning three-quarters of everything all the time. “Domination” is winning one, normally two trophies a year, every year, in an unbroken continuum going all the way back to the beginning of the twentieth century. That’s “domination” for you.’


‘What? One of the Old Firm has won a trophy every single year for 75 years?’ asks Derek.


‘At least one!’


‘No way, min!’ rebuffs Gordon, shaking his head. ‘At canna be right Harry, not every single season?’


‘Every single season bar two: 1952 Hibs won the league, Motherwell and Dundee won the cups, then 1955 Aberdeen won the league, Clyde and Hearts the cups. And that’s discounting the eight seasons that were never contested during the First and Second World Wars …’ adds Harry. ‘… That’s where your Prussians and fascists come in.’


Gordon knew that the Old Firm had won a large share of trophies, but three-quarters of everything since before the First World War! He and Derek stared at each other both desperately trying to come up with another year that disproved Harry’s seemingly impossible statement.


‘Two seasons, two measly seasons boys,’ summarises Harry, with a couple of blasé puffs from his cigar, his eyes flitting furtively between the window and the faces of his two pals, revelling in the enlightenment he knew he was shedding on them, making Gordon even more determined to find a season that proved it all wrong.


‘And you can forget any ideas about winning the league – no one gets close to doing that, not with Jock Stein in charge at Celtic nowadays,’ asserts Harry. ‘You boys need to get real and settle for challenging in the cups, beating the Old Firm in the one-off games. And even doing that is a minor miracle.’ Harry’s puffing reverts to a more moderate pace, sensing he’s put a lid back on the explosion of enthusiasm that had got him so charged up in the first place.


‘What d’you mean “a miracle” Harry?’ asks Derek frowning, looking confused, Gordon still lost in a world of stats, staring out of the window.


‘Cup finals are like home games for the Old Firm boys, you know that. There are always three times as many of their fans than there are of yours and there will be pockets of drunk and dangerous ones in your own end to boot. If it makes us Hearts fans feel like country bumpkins – and it does – then God knows what it’s like for you lot – the real “provincials”.’ Harry raises his right index finger lazily from the table to waggle generally in the direction of Derek and Gordon. ‘You’ve been there, you know you’ve lost the game before it even starts.’


‘But hold on Harry, that’s only cup finals against the Old Firm,’ says Derek. ‘A strong Hearts or Aberdeen side could surely dominate in the cups if they got a run against non-Old Firm opposition.’ Derek looks smugly towards Gordon who nods back in endorsement of Derek’s excellent point.


‘Oh really Derek?’ responds Harry. ‘Let me ask you a different question. Which part of Hampden do you normally go to for Scotland games?’


‘The Rangers end,’ answers Derek. Harry raises his eyebrows towards Gordon as a prompt.


‘Normally the Celtic end,’ adds Gordon.


‘Celtic end for me too,’ confirms Harry. ‘But what sort of names are these for parts of Hampden, our national stadium, our neutral venue for cup finals?’ Derek and Gordon say nothing, still not clear where this is going. ‘I mean why on earth would we, as Hearts, Aberdeen and Falkirk supporters expect to be subjected to the “Rangers end” or the “Celtic end” of anywhere?’ Derek and Gordon nod, still not entirely clear on where this was going. ‘It’s a fucking disgrace!’ underlines Harry.


‘Yeah, I suppose it is,’ agrees Derek, smiling, ‘but what has this got to do with your point though Harry?’ asks Derek.


‘The point is, Hampden has a Rangers end and a Celtic end because, quite simply, on cup final day in Scotland, one of the bastards is always there! Every single season bar one since the war!’


‘Go on then Harry,’ groans Gordon, reluctantly joining the conversation having been unable to come up with any stats that challenged Harry’s initial ‘two seasons’ claim.


‘It was 1959: Aberdeen v St Mirren in the Cup, Hearts v Partick Thistle in the League Cup,’ states Harry, making a meal of his effortless recall again, Gordon thought. ‘And it’s being there every year that gives them another massive advantage over the other teams.’ Gordon looks away as if to pretend he doesn’t need to hear this, but listens keenly from one ear, waiting for Harry to elaborate. ‘As soon as the match starts, you immediately realise how familiar it is for them, how used they all are to cup finals. And then in turn, you see how intimidated your lads are, many of whom have never played there, never won or lost big-time cup final matches, shell-shocked, just like their fans, overpowered by the bellowing, thundering Old Firm hordes and the sense that you’ve turned up in their backyard. And no wonder, it is their fucking backyard!’


Harry stops for a second to down some of his pint, seeming to have drawn both Gordon and Derek into his sermon, both sitting back now, arms folded, listening obediently. ‘So that’s it boys. We can’t compete in the league, we can barely compete in the cups, and what’s even worse is that we’ll never be able to compete with them on the terraces either, even if you could “dominate” for a season or two.’


‘What on earth are you on about now?’ asks an ever more confused looking Derek.


‘Take the case of wee Barry Stephenson who joined the Table Tennis club two years ago. A nice lad, family all Perth people. He’s been a Saints supporter all his days and then one day last year, he goes with his new hard mates that he’s met in third year at school on the Rangers bus to a game in Dundee or Edinburgh or somewhere. And within a couple of weeks, wee Barry had kissed goodbye to Perth Saints, and is a regular on the Rangers bus that leaves from the St Leonards Bar every Saturday, where he meets dozens of other wee Perth Barries of various ages who’ve joined up when they were in the third and fourth year too, to go and join thousands of wee Barries from all across Scotland. Come on guys, you’ve been ranting about this going on in your own classrooms every other time we’ve been out.’


Gordon and Derek exchanged a look of resignation. There was no denying this. But Gordon had a different view.


‘All you are describing Harry is glory hunting,’ asserts Gordon. ‘There would be thoosans a’ lads queuing up to come and watch a Hibs or a Hearts or a Dundee from all across Scotland if they could challenge the Old Firm for silverware. It’s jist success Harry. It’s no more complicated than that.’


‘Oh yes it most certainly is Gordon,’ objects Harry authoritatively. ‘You are not trying to tell me that you think any of our supporters could ever create an atmosphere, a product, a buzz like them? You’ve got to be honest with yourself Gordon, wherever and whomever they play, the atmosphere their presence creates is not of this earth.’ Harry pauses, as Gordon frowns and tuts disapprovingly. ‘It’s true. No other club anywhere in Scotland or Britain or possibly even the world for that matter can offer anything like it. And it makes the wee Barries around Scotland feel like they’re the hardest wee laddies on the planet, harder than they will ever feel anywhere else in their lives.’


‘I don’t think I’ve heard so much rubbish in all my life Harry,’ spits Gordon, the gloves now well and truly off. ‘In fact, I reckon it would be much easier than you think, there must be thousands of Old Firm “wee Barries” who’re bored out of their nuts with how predictable it all is, who’d immediately be attracted to a new challenger, a Hearts, a Hibs, an Aberdeen.’


‘That’s not how it works though, is it Gordon?’ asserts Harry pompously. ‘No Celtic or Rangers fan ever gets bored. Can you not see that they are not competing with anyone else, only each other? All that matters is the intensity, the bitterness, the hatred of their own rivalry. That itself keeps them from getting bored with winning everything all the time. Every success one half has is something the other doesn’t. It’s what guarantees to attract them, and thousands and thousands and thousands of other new wee Barries, back every other week, month and year for cause and team, every time they play. I’ve tried all that reconversion stuff on any turncoats I came across at table tennis and anywhere else for that matter boys, you’ll get nowhere.’


‘Really?’ asks Derek. Harry nods. ‘I’d remind them of what the great Roman poet, Marcus Valerius, once said, “There is no glory in outstripping donkeys,”’ says Harry, holding the left rim of his half-moon glasses as he did so and peering over the top of them intellectually, ‘but I stopped all that years ago when I realised it was hopeless. The whole thing for them has nothing really to do with our “donkey” teams at all. It’s all about them, and their Old Firm cause.’


‘Weel, for us “donkeys”, the Aberdeen ones at least, that’s what makes the dream, the challenge, so much mair exciting. The sheer “impossibleness” of it all. This is oor cause, Harry, the ultimate cause surely for all other teams in Scotland. And we should never lose sight of that,’ argues Gordon forcefully, prodding his finger into the table in support of his point.


‘Come on Harry, that’s right,’ adds Derek. ‘And right now, it’s Aberdeen who happen to be leading the charge. No wonder Gordon is sitting here, bouncing off his seat, more bullish than ever, he’s never had more reason to be.’


‘You’ll never do it.’


‘Come on Harry, we’d be right behind Hibs or Hearts or Dundee too if they were ever to raise a challenge?’


‘What do you mean “were ever to raise a challenge”?’ says Harry, taking his glasses off, now exasperated by his pal’s refusal to listen to sense. ‘Look, can you not see that Hibs have just been those donkeys? Can you not see how ridiculous all this is?’ he raves, holding his hands out for some reaction. ‘Have you simply not noticed that Hibs have just come through one of the longest periods of “serious” challenge ever made against the Old Firm? And look what happened to them? Their best side for decades finishing second one year, third the following year, poor bastards thinking they’d a chance of the title maybe next year, or the year after, hoping, believing that they can break through, knowing they’ve a side that have the measure of Old Firm? And what do they have to show for it?’ Harry paused again, waiting for a response. ‘One League Cup.’ Harry does a nod with each word. ‘A single, shitey, pishy, League Cup. When people look back in years to come, this will be the only trace of their effort over the decade. And then they’ll notice that Partick Thistle, Glasgow’s joke team, won the same trophy the year before them. And what will they think then? A great challenge? Somehow I doubt it.’


‘Och come on Harry, their challenge was more than just that though, they got to other cup finals as well, did they not?’ asks Gordon.


‘Yes they did. And that illustrates my point better than anything else: 1968/69 League Cup Final, Celtic 6 Hibs 2 … 1971/72 Scottish Cup Final, Celtic 6 Hibs 1 … 1974/75 League Cup Final, Celtic 6 Hibs 3 …’


‘Sounds more like Connors v Borg!’ remarks Derek. ‘Or should I say Borg v Connors?’ asks Derek, noting that if anyone would be billed as Bjorn Borg, it should be Jock Stein’s Celtic.


‘Indeed,’ pronounced Harry emphatically, welcoming the fact that Derek now seemed finally on his wavelength. ‘Never before had a donkey brayed so hopelessly, only to be punished so mercilessly,’ summarises Harry. Gordon shakes his head and stares at Harry for a second. Harry smirked back, still enjoying no doubt his clever off-the-cuff turn-of-phrase that served to rubbish his Edinburgh rivals to boot. This was certainly not what Gordon had had in mind for tonight. Sometimes Harry really pissed him off.


‘Look, sorry to depress you all boys, but that’s just the way it is,’ says Harry standing up and downing the remaining third of his pint. ‘Right you pair a’ hopeless dreamers. I’m away home,’ he blurts from the corner of his mouth, placing his empty pint glass firmly on the wooden table, picking up his jacket and shuffling to the door.


‘Nother pint?’ says Derek after a couple of minutes.


‘OK,’ says Gordon eventually, still in the grips of Harry’s sermon. Eventually, Derek and he started chewing the fat, as they had originally planned to do, over what lay ahead for Aberdeen, the dreams of insurrection against the Old Firm, ignoring Harry’s prophecy of doom as they went along. And well they might have that night.


Aberdeen did win the League Cup, beating Celtic 2-1, but their form soon fizzled out. The league challenge became non-existent by early spring 1977, and they were embarrassingly bundled out of the Scottish Cup in the third round by First Division Dundee. Both league and Cup went to Celtic in 1977 and, between them, the Old Firm sides won everything else for the remaining seasons of the decade in spite of an ever-stronger challenge from an improving Aberdeen side. Just exactly as Harry would have predicted. But my dad still was not having it. Dad believed that the only reason Aberdeen had failed to capitalise on their promise in the late 1970s was as a result of a series of scandals and controversies that had happened during the 1977/78 season. Events that had got to him so badly, that he’d been in a long-term sulk with football ever since. A sulk that, much to my frustration, was still going strong right up until a Saturday in early December 1979, when we went to stay with June and Arthur, Mum and Dad’s friends from school. Something happened that day that looked like bringing the sulking to an end.
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… Penalty for Aberdeen … says the Radio Scotland commentator, in a gap in my parents’ chat on our journey to Kirkcaldy.


‘I’d forgotten everything aboot ’at!’ nods Dad emphatically, in approval of Mum’s surprisingly sharp recall of events at a party somewhere in Aberdeen in 1966, ‘… ’n June and I hid jist finished teacher training ’at day, and that’s why she wis there ’at night and met Arthur …’


‘At’s right, ’at’s right!’ says Dad, whose whole body now nodded in agreement with Mum, ‘… an’ Arthur wis jist back from the merchant navy. Aifter ’at party, me’n Arthur almost got batter’d outside … fit wis it ca’ed, ’at bar in Widside?’ Dad pauses for a second …


Strachan scores! Two-nil, and that should be Aberdeen in the Final!


Dad, still pausing, maybe with one ear on the game now that we were two up, maybe to say, to say that we’d go to the Final, eventually said, ‘… Miller’s bar! A right dive!’


Of course, Miller’s bar. For a split second when he said the word ‘Miller’ I believed he might be talking about Aberdeen’s captain, Willie Miller. Why he’d have been speaking about Willie Miller just then was not clear, but at least it seemed linked in some sort of way to the fact that Aberdeen had just scored a second goal in their League Cup semi match against Morton. By the time we’d reached the edge of Kirkcaldy, they seemed to have revisited and redocumented literally every milestone in June and Arthur’s 1960s lives, a sort of June and Arthur This is your Life they were rehearsing to deliver once we got there. At the age of seven, it meant nothing to me, but there was something warm about their mood, and their ever so slightly richer Doric, brought on by the onset of an Aberdeen nostalgia evening with their North-East exile peers. It was almost as if we were on one of our journeys home, to Aberdeen itself. I suppose we were in a way. But I had my own, completely different reasons to be excited about June and Arthur too.


It was all to do with their 11-year-old son, Gavin – one of my lifelong heroes. Firstly, Gavin acquired natural hero status on account of the fact that he was simply older than me. I could barely remember the last time we’d been in each other’s company, but I knew that today, now that I was big, I’d do a much better job of impressing him. And it was not just his age that commanded respect, but he was already a bigger and more advanced version of what I intended to become in a couple of important ways. He was a figure Panini sticker collector. He’d radioed ahead the previous week via his mum to mine to ask me to bring my figure Panini sticker doubles with me today, since he’d only three to get to complete his album. Three stickers were all he needed? That was unbelievable. Had anyone ever got that close? Certainly not in Perth. I couldn’t wait to see it. He was a Dons fan too but the difference was that his dad had started taking him to games. A dad, an Aberdeen supporting dad who, unlike mine, was not in a sulk with football. And then, just as we reach the waterfront of the Forth Estuary at Kirkcaldy, we suddenly happen upon a place that I hadn’t even thought about for a year and a half. Its distinctive brown and orange triangular shaped facade brings a strange barrage of memories flooding through my mind. I could clearly picture the last time we’d been here. It was in the late morning of 6 May 1978, the day of the Scottish Cup Final, and we’d all come here, to Dodge City – a 1970s Ikea precursor in Kirkcaldy – to buy a new shelving unit for the kitchen. It was the last day before Dad’s sulk started.


I lock on to the parking space we used, where I’d stood and watched my unusually edgy dad lead us through a bizarre shopping escapade that must have lasted at least half an hour, but that seemed only to last five minutes as I remember it now. Park motor, secure shopping trolley, briefly road-test trolley for rickety wheels with short backwards and forwards action, enter shop with roadworthy trolley, quickly assess shop floor layout, march to relevant aisle, locate requisite item, secure unit of item, proceed to checkout, execute purchase, exit shop, home. It had been a military operation, fuelled entirely by my dad’s strange angst. Even my mum, who would normally indulge in some tireless browsing, seemed to know not to do it that day. He was desperate to get back to Perth in time to watch the match on the TV, but there seemed to be even more to it than that. When we got back and sat down to take in the traditional Cup Final preamble, there was something else going on in his mind, he was in a strange mood, nervous, agitated. He kept flitting between the lounge and the kitchen, unable to decide whether he would watch the game with me, or build his new unit in the kitchen. By kick-off, he’d decided, he’d watch the game. When Derek Johnstone put Rangers 2-0 up, with a looping header shortly after half-time, he stormed out of the lounge in a rage, cursing and swearing. He’d seen enough and retired to a ‘football free’ part of the house to come to terms with the disappointment and build his new Dodge City shelving unit. After the final whistle, I took the final score through to him, Rangers 2 Aberdeen 1. ‘See? I telt ye, hopeless min!’


And that was it. That utterance was the last thing he said to me in anger, or in any mood, about the Dons, the last time he’d been bothered in any way about Aberdeen (other than ranting about it to Mum in the lounge). All the enthusiasm, the buzz about him on Saturdays, his endless stories about the players, the running about the house to find each other when we scored, watching ‘Final Score’ on the TV every Saturday. All of it disappeared as if it had never happened. As we arrive at June and Arthur’s, and Arthur’s big smiling face greets us in the driveway, I snap out of my soul searching about what really got to him that day. But as it happened, in a couple of hours’ time, the first seeds were to be sown that would eventually bring the whole mystery to an end. Dad’s great sulk looked like it might be over …


‘Got. Got. Got. Got. Got …’ Gavin hesitates, his eyes bulging from their sockets like in a cartoon, locked on to the top card in my left hand, the Nottingham Forest badge. Gavin zoomed through the sticker laden pages of his figure Panini album flashing Jimmy Rimmer (Aston Villa), then Alan Hansen (Liverpool) and over the page, in a sea of Viv Andersons, Trevor Francises and Kenny Burnses, there lay empty on the page the space for the Nottingham Forest badge.1


‘Dad, Dad!’ shouts an elated Gavin from his bedroom, before bounding over me and then the rest of his bed, along the landing passageway, swinging round the banister, and thumping downstairs into the lounge to show his dad what he’d found, me following in every bound, swing and thump.


‘Wow! Do you know the last time we found a new sticker?’ exclaims Arthur to me. ‘September!’ he shouts. He seems as delighted as Gavin, as if it was his own album. I stand and wallow in my brilliance for a second, smiling bashfully towards my mum. ‘So fit een is Stuart getting in return for ’at?’


‘Stuart’s got all the ones I have,’ says Gavin.


‘D’ye wint a fitba programme instead min?’ asks Arthur.


Football programmes! I knew Dad had some of these somewhere in the loft, but he’d never managed to find them. As Arthur produces a wad of all sorts of programmes of different sizes and colours from a drawer in the lounge unit, my eyes light up.


‘Choose ony een ye wint,’ says Arthur.


‘Any one I want?’


Within seconds, Gavin and I, along with the sticker album open at the Nottingham Forest page, are immersed in a programme sea in the middle of the lounge floor. Raith Rovers, Dunfermline, Aberdeen, Everton, Newcastle, Southampton and numerous others from various English seaside towns and cities where Arthur’s merchant navy career had taken him. While Gavin practises making sure his new badge would go on straight before taking the plunge, my OCD side takes over, organising the programmes into piles ordered by home team so I could make an informed choice about which one I’d have. But there’s one in particular that did not fit. It stands out from the rest, not only by its size, its bright yellow cover or its strange picture of Sandy Jardine and Joe Harper framed doing what looked like ballet on the front page. It was a cup final programme. But then I realise that it wasn’t any old cup final, it was the Scottish Cup Final programme of 1978, the day of the Dodge City excursion.


‘Dad, look at this one,’ I say. Dad pretends to suffer a serious involuntary convulsion with a closed mouthful of beer when he sets eyes on it, ‘Oh no! Onythin’ but ’at een!’ he squawks, putting his beer down and drawing his hands into his body, pretending to be terrified of even touching the programme I am holding out towards him. ‘Were you at that game?’ asks Dad, as Gavin and I charge through to the garage to check out his Scalextric.


‘Aye, me’n Gav were there. Fit an embarrassment,’ says Arthur, rolling his eyes. ‘Men against boys, min. The usual, ken? They froze; they completely bottled it. But the worst thing wis that fan the Dons pulled one back to mak it 2-1 wi’ five minutes to go, you’d a thought the goal deficit wis five or six, there wis simply nae fight, ken? They seemed resigned; they seemed to know that there wis nae wey a winnin’ the match.’ Arthur pauses. ‘Were you eens nae there min?’


‘No, no. We hid to come through here, to buy a new kitchen unit,’ responds Dad, nodding subtly in Mum’s direction, trying to imply that it was her that had prevented us from going to the match.


‘A kitchen unit! Fit kinna Dons fan are you min?’ bellows Arthur jovially, to which Dad darts a ‘watch it’ face back, but then he decides to come clean.


‘To be honest, it wis nothin’ tae dee wi’ ’at. I jist couldna Arthur. I couldna ging min. Nae aifter fit happened ’at year. I’d hid mair than enough.’


‘Ach come on, we jist werna good enough. At the end o’ the day, we lost fair and square min. Rangers won the Treble, you canna argue wi’ ’at,’ asserts Arthur. Dad feels the hackles on the back of his neck rising as he listens to Arthur, totally taken aback by his unnecessary need to be ‘fair’ about it all. What was fair about the Old Firm? When was it ever the case that losing anything at all to an Old Firm side was acceptable – let alone the Treble – Dad thought? But, as usual, there was much more to it than that.


‘Fair and square?’ retorts Dad assertively, ‘Are we spikin’ aboot the same season, 1977/78?’


‘Aye,’ answers Arthur. Dad looks at him askance, wondering if he was losing the plot.


‘Fit aboot the Motherwell game?’ asks Dad.


‘Fit een?’ asks Arthur shaking his head. Dad looks disbelievingly at Arthur now, was he pulling his leg? How could he not know about this? It must have been Gavin that was behind Arthur’s apparent renewed interest in football and all these games they were going to, Arthur was maybe just going along. Dad thought about returning the ‘Fit kinna Dons fan are you min?’ line to Arthur at this point, but on reflection there would simply be far too much truth in it to be good-natured. But in any case, Arthur needed to know about this.


‘Fit happened? I’ll tell fit happened,’ announces dad, ‘the most appalling, the most outrageous miscarriage of justice in modern world sport!’ Dad switches to a strange sort of Queen’s English to underline the objective seriousness of his statement.


‘Really?’ perks up June, intrigued by the billing Dad had given his story, June having been a keen athlete in her youth, and generally interested in ‘world sport’.


‘Oh, here we go’, sighs Mum towards June. ‘I could tell ye this story myself, I’ve heard it ’at mony times. He’s been rantin’ aboot it noo for 18 months at least!’


Dad wiggles his bum in his seat like a large bird in its nest, to get comfortable enough to deliver his story properly. ‘Weel, for the first time in my memory, the Dons hid the measure of the Old Firm, and they kint it.’ Dad sparks up a smoke, takes a drag before exhaling long and hard, like he meant business. ‘Beatin’ Rangers and then Celtic to win the League Cup in 1976, hammerin’ them hame and awa’ 3- and 4-0 in the league, I’d never seen onythin’ like it. And then one Saturday roon aboot February 1978, Rangers were playin’ Motherwell at Fir Park and we hid Hibs at home, and aifter half an hour Rangers were doun 2-0 and the Dons were up 1-0. Fan Motherwell’s second goal came o’er the radio, I remember thinkin’ tae masel, ‘is is it min, ’is year, we’re gan tae dee it, mak a proper challenge for the title. And then, enter the great god of ‘Old Firm justice’ once again.’


Mum rolls her eyes, knowing perfectly well what was coming next, although this was the first time she’d heard Dad tee it up as if it were some biblical fable.


‘Jist aifter the second goal at Fir Park, fan Motherwell went two up, the Rangers fans started chantin’, “There’s gonnay be a riot, there’s gonnay be a riot!”’ Dad takes a large swig of beer. ‘… And they rioted all right – they all came streamin’ on tae …’


‘Ach listen Gordon, how come it’s always the Old Firm fans that get blamed?’ interrupts Mum, determined that if Dad was going to subject her to this story again, he wouldn’t get away with any of his ridiculous exaggerations. ‘Ah mean, riotin’ fitba fans is a’ oor the TV? I even saw some St Johnstone fans riotin’ in the middle o’ Perth last wik! It’s nae jist Rangers and Celtic!’


‘Aye, bit hold on! I’m talkin’ aboot a riot in the middle o’ a game, actually on the pitch! Motherwell’s pitch, a game that’s supposed to be a hame game at Motherwell!’ raves Dad, desperate to make sure the outrage is understood.


‘At’s right enough,’ adds Arthur, grateful for a chance to pitch in and shore up his embarrassment at being in the dark about this incident. ‘You say a hame game for Motherwell, Gordon, bit we a’ ken fine that fan the Old Firm come to town, especially doun here in touns in Glasgow’s backyard like Motherwell, it’s anything but!’


Mum nods reluctantly, not prepared to attack Arthur’s views with the same vigour as Dad’s.


‘At’s absolutely right,’ adds Dad, moving smoothly on from Arthur’s point. ‘And ’at day, there were 15 thoosan Rangers fans fae a total o’ 20 thoosan inside Fir Park, kin ye imagine? At yer ain grun’.’ Dad pauses, June raises her head pretending that the light has just gone on but, of course, it hasn’t. ‘… And it wis far fae a couple a wee laddies spillin’ oor the front wa’, this wis twa or three thoosan o’ them, all streaming onto the pitch from all parts of the ground, all sweeping across the field, an’ all still carryin’ their poly bags wi’ their cairry oots.’


Dad makes sure he depicts the rioting Rangers fans in the worst possible light by doing an impression of someone struggling across the pitch, laden with a full week’s worth of shopping. ‘Of course at ‘is point, I’m thinking it’s gettin’ better and better, ken? Rangers droppin’ two points, fans on the pitch, there would surely be hell to pay for a’ that! And then fan the ref took the players from the field, suddenly I realised fit wis gan tae happen …’ Dad looks round the room at them all, expecting to see some sign that they’d got there before him. ‘When the players came back oot and the match started again, Rangers wiped the bloody fleer wi’thum, winnin’ the match 5-3 in the end! And ‘at wis it.’


‘And we all knew about it at the time, didn’t we Gordon?’ remarks Mum ironically, raising her eyebrows towards Dad, who immediately blushes and chuckles. He’d been listening to the match while changing spark plugs in the garage, but by the end of it, it sounded like he was driving rivets into the side of a ship. It led to him picking up a memorable bollocking from Mum, concerned that if we (that was her, me and my grandparents, who had come down especially for my birthday) could hear him shouting ‘dirty cheatin’ bastards!’ from inside the house, then no doubt so could half of Perth.


‘So fit happened?’ asks Arthur.


‘Rangers got fined two grand.’


‘Two grand!’ splutters Arthur. ‘Nae replay? Nae even ony points deduction?’


‘Nae, nothin’ min. A grand per point. That was the response from the Scottish Football League. The actions of the Rangers fans had been sanctioned.’ Dad stubs out his cigarette, tossing his tab end symbolically into the ashtray, before sitting back with his arms folded, staring expressionlessly at Arthur. ‘They could decide fan defeat for their side was acceptable and fan it wisna.’


Meanwhile, June, trying to mask her amusement at how underwhelmed she already is by Dad’s story of ‘injustice’, turns to my mum, hoping for a change in conversation. Arthur on the other hand stares back at Dad, clearly taken aback, trying to work out how all of this had completely passed him by. He was thinking twice now about his smartarse remark to Dad about what sort of Dons he fan he was.


‘And so fan the last game of the season came round, and Rangers were only one point ahead of Aberdeen, even a draw fae ’at day in February would hae pit us in pole position. And, of course, Rangers won the league that day, beatin’ Motherwell ironically. So, for me, even if we’d won the Scottish Cup the wik aifter, it still wouldna hae avenged this. It jist didna matter.’ Dad stops for a second, taking another gulp of beer. Arthur now understood why there had been so much swearing and ranting about cheats, as he and Gavin had left Hampden that day, right enough.


‘And then fit happens?’ asks Dad, leaning forward. ‘Twa days later McNeill announces he’s awa’ back to Parkheid. Cheerio, ken?’ Dad does a heartless, cruel sort of hand wave towards Arthur. ‘And fa div we get to replace him? Alex Ferguson? Ex-Rangers hacker, it couldna be worse! So fan Rangers come calling in a couple of years, fit’s gan tae happen? He’ll be awa’ like a shot jist like McNeill.’ Dad pauses to spark up yet another cigarette, shaking his head ever more profusely. ‘So there you go min. At’s why I’ve shut the door on fitba completely. I jist thought, fit’s the point?’


‘Oh behave yersel Gordon. You should be happy you get to cup finals at all, ’at’s surely better than nothing?’ interjects Mum.


‘Fit’s the point in gettin’ tae cup finals, challengin’ for the league wi’ a side that is clearly the measure o’ them on the park if ye ken fine that the Old Firm and their fans can move the goalposts?’ raves Dad, holding both his arms out. ‘Or, if they’re nae cheatin’ on the pitch, they’re steelin’ yer managers and players. Look, there’s jist nae wey roon’ it, ye canna compete fair and square wi’ the Old Firm, so I jist dinna wint tae ken. I’m absolutely sick tae the back teeth wi’ the hale thing.’


‘I ken fit ye mean, Gordon,’ nods Arthur supportively, locking on to Dad’s gaze and then winking supportively. Dad wasn’t too sure about the wink, but he sensed that Arthur did know where he was coming from. ‘Right min, let’s nae get all depressed, are you wintin’ anither beer?’


‘Aye, go on then.’


As Arthur stands up, he sighs deeply before disappearing through to the garage and then reappears followed by Gavin and me. ‘Right then loons, go on, spit it oot!’ urges Arthur towards Gavin as he cracks off the bottle caps and tops up Dad’s glass.


‘You know how we beat Morton 2-1 in the League Cup semi today?’ asks Gavin.


‘Yes,’ says Dad assertively; although I was fairly sure he wouldn’t know for a fact that that’s how the game had finished.


‘Well, can you and Stuart come with us to the League Cup Final against Dundee United next week?’


Dad looks at me; I look back with bated breath, and then to Mum. Mum shrugs her shoulders as if to say why not.


‘Come on min!’ bellows Arthur. ‘At’s exactly fit you need, an Old Firm-free cup final!’


‘D’ye wint to ging?’ Dad asks me.


‘YES!’


And that was it. Not only did it look like the sulk might be over, but we were going to our first game! Fantastic.


‘Have you ever seen the Dons actually win a trophy afore min?’ asks Arthur, homing in on a free crash barrier in the middle of the northern section of the Mount Florida End of Hampden (the ‘Rangers end’), half an hour before the start of the 1979/80 League Cup Final.


‘Never. The closest I’ve come was at the Scottish Cup Final in 1967 fan we lost 2-0 to Celtic, and a Celtic fan pished in my jacket pocket doun there at the front someway.’ Dad points towards the front wall, where Gavin and I were swinging from unoccupied crash barriers. ‘… And then fan they finally won the Scottish Cup in 1970, I managed to be in the back o’ beyond, on a university field trip in Germany. Fan the Germans working in the hotel telt us that Aberdeen hid won 3-1, we started takin’ the piss oot a’thum assuming they’d got the score the wrang wey roon’! They werna happy!’ Dad and Arthur burst into a yet another fit of laughter. The entire journey had been like this all the way from Kirkcaldy, one story after another, all on the same Scottish football rough justice theme that had rebonded them as mates last week. The difference was that today, there was an underlying, smug confidence. Today, against Dundee United, they would finally be rewarded.


‘Weel, the closest I came wis at the League Cup Final last year. Naeb’dy pished in my pocket, but they might as well have! We wis robbed min, totally robbed,’ says Arthur shaking his head.


‘Fit d’ye mean?’ asks Dad. He knew it had finished 2-1 to Rangers, but he had not heard that there had been any controversy. He’d been burning the hundred-year-old bramble jungle that was his Auntie Helen’s back garden that day and hadn’t bothered to find out anything about the game when he heard we’d lost.


‘Weel, we were clingin’ on to our 1-0 lead, right up to the last ten minutes. An’ then all hell broke loose. Some Rangers hacker tries to kill Bobby Clark, breakin’ his arm [this was a slight exaggeration] and before the physio could get on the pitch tae see tae him, Rangers scored through a deflected free-kick that Clark would hae saved if he’d been a’right …’


‘You’re jokin’!’ remarks Dad.


‘… And then Derek Johnstone’s play-actin’ got oor Doug Rougvie sent aff and aifter six minutes of injury time Rangers snatch the winner. And fa scores the second goal? Colin Jackson, who just had to be an Aiberdonian!’


‘Is he fae Aiberdeen?’


‘Aye, Sunnybank!’ Arthur now starts barking in ironic laughter, expecting Dad to join in. But even now, this long after an event he didn’t even know about, Dad is jolted momentarily out of his upbeat frame of mind. It was almost as if there really was an Old Firm god of rough justice, he thought. How could they contrive otherwise to make us suffer so much apparent cheating, unfairness and foul play on almost every possible occasion? There was simply nothing to say. But he realised in a bizarre sort of way that having shut everything to do with football out that day had protected him from it, something that would have wound him up big time.


‘But thinkin’ back, you couldna see how we could win, even fan we were 1-0 up. We a’ready kint we were beat afore the game started, ken?’


‘No, what d’ye mean?’


‘Ye jist sensed it, ken? We were totally overawed by Rangers.’


As Dad nods, he remembers Harry Carter had gone on about this, a psychological barrier you faced when you met the Old Firm at Hampden, and how the bumpkins from outside Glasgow had already lost any cup final before it started. Maybe the old Jambo was right after all, he thought.


‘Aye, well ’at’s nae very likely the day!’ remarks Dad nodding in the direction of the miserably thin scattering of Dundee United fans at the other end of the ground. How things had changed since he’d come here first, way back in 1962, when he’d stood with 132,000 to watch Scotland beat England. Ten minutes before kick-off and the place is still empty, the Aberdeen end is not much better. He knew crowd sizes had been declining, even when one of the Old Firm were there, but this was supposed to be a League Cup Final. Still, it’d be different when the game starts … but it wasn’t.


By the time the game got underway, the only time to date that Aberdeen and Dundee United would ever meet in a cup final, only 21,000 had turned up – the lowest ever League Cup Final crowd it would transpire.2 All I really remember was playing hide and seek around the sparsely manned crash barriers with Gavin and getting bollocked by the adult Dons fans we were irritating. Fans who might have been less irritable had the game itself not been a casualty of the atmosphere vacuum and the dank weather. The waterlogged pitch prevented the only real scoring chance that either side created when a Willie Garner header stopped in the mud on its way into the net. The final score was 0-0. But no one would remember this incident. Nor would anyone remember this match, the official League Cup Final 1979/80. It all happened instead at the replay.


All my dad’s lamenting and ranting in various front rooms around Scotland about the litany of Old Firm injustices we’d suffered in the late 1970s was put into perspective on the night of the replay that took place four days later, Wednesday 12 December 1979. Dundee United tanked us 3-0 at Dens Park, opening a new world of hopelessness for my dad. This time there were no excuses. This time there was no Old Firm injustice to blame. He sat slumped in his armchair, more pished than I think I ever saw him on a school night. It was his full-on ‘fields of Flodden’ body language that we’d all joked about since we first discovered it during the World Cup in 1978. There was no joking tonight though. And it could only mean one thing: the great sulk would be resumed. Only this time it was moodier, deeper and even quieter than before.


1 The other two stickers missing from Gavin’s collection were Liam Brady (Arsenal) and the Liverpool team photo. I didn’t have either of those.


2 It is true to say that in general football crowds all around the world had started to dwindle in the 1970s due to the fact that by then everyone had televisions. But finals in Scotland were normally still attracting upwards of 60,000 people. And, of course, there was a simple explanation for this. The Old Firm were always there. Not today though.




[image: image]


‘Dad!’ I shout, running round the back of the house to the garage in the late morning of Saturday 3 May 1980, just after ‘Football Focus’. ‘They’re saying we’re going to do it today!’ I rave. I still didn’t really know what ‘do it’ meant, although I knew it was the league and not the cup this time. According to what I’d seen on ‘Football Focus’, if we beat Hibs today and Celtic drew with St Mirren, we’d win the Scottish Premier League. There were some other goal difference complications, which meant that the following week, even though Celtic had no more games to play, they could still win the league if we lost by five goals or something to Partick Thistle. The bit I didn’t get was that there was nothing in it for Hibs, St Mirren or Partick Thistle. Cup finals were so much easier to grasp. But Dad was still in the grip of his long-term, ultra-sulk that had kicked in following the League Cup Final defeat against Dundee United four months before. He had said next to nothing about anything to do with Aberdeen since that December night. Needless to say, we went to no more matches and had still to see Arthur and Gavin again. And, as usual, right now Dad was saying nothing. As he lay on his back with his feet sticking out from under the car, fitting a new exhaust, I prepare again to coax him into confirmation.
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