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For Dad, gone too soon but who inspired me to believe in better. When the whistle went, when the final was done – you were right there with me.


And for the people of Fiji – you will never know the difference you made. Lolomas.




List of Illustrations


Dad (middle row, third from left) gave me my love of sport, some fine athletic genes and many hours of priceless garden practice. When the final whistle went in Rio I felt him right there with me.


My best friend Noel, my two sisters, Mum and me. At the start of the 1980s these colour palettes were considered the height of good taste.


Noel and me in partnership for Richmond, me at scrum-half, him outside me at fly-half. We did everything together – it was a relationship that has defined me ever since.


In Fiji the nation’s rugby stars are the folk heroes and warriors. Every kid grows up obsessed. Every kid plays. In their company I rediscovered a love I thought had gone for good.


Natalie and me, all excitement and hope as we arrived in Fiji. Little did we know how the next three years would change us so fundamentally.


The ginger-haired man’s approach to sun cream in Fiji is much like that urban myth about painting the Forth Bridge: by the time you finish application at one end, it’s time to start again at the other. (Zoomfiji)


Our first victory together in Dubai in 2013 brought its own pressures. I knew how much was going wrong behind the scenes and tried to keep expectations in check. (Fiji Times)


Our team manager Ropate became a critical part of everything we were trying to achieve. His man-hugs could transform almost any situation.


Running out for a semifinal against South Africa in Hong Kong, 2015. Of all the tournaments across the world, nothing meant as much to Fijians as the Hong Kong Sevens. (Zoomfiji)


Save Rawaca bursts through the New Zealand defence in Las Vegas, 2016. When we played to our peak we left images like this everywhere: defenders on their knees, covering men chasing, tacklers left empty-handed. (Zoomfiji)


I needed somewhere to push my remodelled side to their limits. Sigatoka would be it: natural beauty and intense physical discomfort; long miles from home villages but together in effort and aim; a special piece of Fiji that we would carry with us in our lungs and legs across the world. (Zoomfiji)


Alone with my thoughts on the Sigatoka sand dunes, a place to work the body like nowhere else but bring mental peace and clarity too. (Zoomfiji)


Jerry Tuwai was a talent like few others. And a conundrum: from the poorest part of a poor island, riddled with self-doubt and bad habits, but capable of moments of impossible genius. A gamble that I had to take. (Zoomfiji)


Satisfaction and smiles with my friend and assistant coach Chris Cracknell, above the waterfalls near Sigatoka, where we would wash away the sand and the sweat and the pain. (Zoomfiji)


The rag-taggle but perfectly balanced management team in Rio: Chris, William, Naca, Ropate and me. Another Ropate man-hug, this time of the one-armed variety. (Zoomfiji)


My captain Osea, the leader of our team in every sense, on the charge against New Zealand in the quarter-finals of the Olympics. Without him we could never have pulled any of it off. (Zoomfiji)


You get calf muscles like that when you train on shifting sand dunes as steep as Alpine mountains. Josua Tuisova beats his man for pace and then readies a hand-off just to be sure. (Zoomfiji)


I had planned a grand speech to make to the players before the Olympic final. I ditched it all. I looked around me, and they were singing and dancing. They looked like a bunch of kids going out to play touch rugby on the beach. (Zoomfiji)


No one had told the Princess Royal how the team would respond to having medals placed around their necks, but she understood from previous tours of duty – two cupped claps in return, her smile mirroring that of the players. (Zoomfiji)


I wasn’t quite sure how to celebrate when the big moment came. I went for a very English self-conscious, half-arsed thing. I didn’t know at that point that the image would end up on Fijian currency. (Zoomfiji)


With Osea and his dad back in Suva. His father, former special forces, now a minister, spoke about how it had all been fated: the new coach trusting his son, his son the single-most important player for the coach, a journey to gold that was scripted from above.


The bus ride from airport to Grand Pacific hotel normally took 25 minutes. In our open-top victory chariot we were lucky to do it in two hours, and that was with full road closures and police escort.


An ocean of pale blue flags, a sea of hugs and kisses and garlands of flowers. How could we feel pressure on our shoulders when we were being carried on the shoulders of every Fijian? (Zoomfiji)
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ONE


Sometimes instinct takes over. Sometimes you just know, within the first two seconds. Sometimes a choice just seems right.


And sometimes when you make that decision, you have no idea where it will end up taking you, of how the next 30 years have just flipped around on those two seconds, of how nothing in your life will be quite the same ever again.


Late summer, 2013. I am 41 years old, a successful rugby coach, a man five years married and with a just-big-enough house in a just-good-enough part of London. I have been offered a job that will provide a decent salary, long-term stability and an acceptable level of stimulation. I am sailing untroubled waters, and the breeze is at my back. With one message from a friend, one 140-character post on Twitter, I decide to jump over the side instead.


There is no safety net, no lifeline, no guarantees of rescue or second chances. Just the faint outline of a dream, the first note of a song yet to be written. Man overboard. Man a long way from the shore.


I began as a player, became a teacher and grew into a coach. In seven years with England’s rugby sevens team I had taken them to World Cup finals and Commonwealth Games, building a reputation as an innovator, doing things differently, bringing in diets and training that no one had seen before and that soon became staples in every other dressing-room on the sevens circuit.


It had come to an end both slowly and quickly. England rugby is seen as a business, and a serious one at that, and all in the system must treat it that way. I threw everything into it, because that is my way; I looked for the little forgotten advantages that others might have neglected, and nothing I have done has come without hard work and commitment. But underpinning it all must be pleasure and fun and excitement. You play rugby to test yourself physically and mentally against others. You play it to express the way you feel, to burst free of the prosaic constraints that can hold you back in the real world. You don’t play to spend days staring at reruns and never-weres on a laptop, or to be lecturing players for hours in a classroom, or to be stuck in meetings far away from the pitch. And you play to treat those around you properly, to let sport develop the best of your characters, not to be lost in Machiavellian struggles for power and influence and to have people above you who can only be trusted never to be trustworthy.


Slowly that had become my life. Quickly I’d found myself on the outside. You always hope you can keep your integrity even while those around you are losing theirs, but I could feel myself changing. And so when the end came, the bullet fired by a man whom I felt I could no longer trust, there was a sense of relief combined with the disillusionment.


UK Sport is the support network behind Great Britain’s Olympic revolution, and the job they offered after I left England looked interesting and secure, even if it would also take me away from hands-on coaching towards long-term planning, from an itinerant life in planes and foreign cities to nine-to-fives in rural Buckinghamshire.


It was all in place, the next three years laid out neatly and predictably in front of me. And then, within hours of their confirmation coming through – you’ve got it, when can you start? – so too did a text message:


Ben. Seen this on Twitter? The Fiji sevens job is up.


Each rugby nation has its special charms. New Zealand play with miraculous pace and precision. England are the aristocrats with the biggest house and the largest support. In Wales they marry the muscle up front with cavalier dash in the backs. Ireland use the wind and rain to pin you back and stretch you out. France are a smoking blend of menace and madness, Australia are the attack-minded upstarts, Argentina hard-nosed and flamboyant in equal measure. Don’t cross the South Africans, and don’t underestimate the fire that lights up Scottish bellies.


And yet none of them play rugby like the big men from the little Pacific nation, just as no one plays football like kids from the Brazilian favelas, or no one runs as fast as the boys from Jamaica’s boondocks, and nowhere is the beautiful chaos of Fijian rugby distilled in sweeter form than in its sevens.


Runners coming at you from everywhere. A conjuror’s sleight of hand on a bulldozer’s chassis. Sidesteps and shimmies, battering-rams and blistering pace. Skips and dips, offloads and smuggled-away passes, smiles and songs and a pleasure in it all as if the only things that mattered were having fun and cutting loose.


All around the world, Fiji have always been every rugby supporter’s second team. On the islands themselves the players are the folk heroes and the warriors, the meal ticket and the great distraction from cruel poverty and relentless political instability. Every child in every village plays, every adult is obsessed. They learn with anything to hand – balls of scrunched-up paper, empty plastic bottles – and often with nothing on their feet except wet red mud or golden sand. It is brutal and beautiful, intuitive and unstructured, both the spiritual home of the short-form game and a quarry mined incessantly by greedier, richer nations, the best players enticed overseas by pro contracts and short naturalisation periods, Fiji itself left to battle on with minimal resources, shoddy equipment and compromised coaches.


You cannot ignore Fiji. You cannot prevent your heart doing a little jump at the mention of a coaching vacancy, or your mind racing ahead with the possibilities and problems, and how you, more than anyone who’s tried before, might be the one to unleash all that untapped potential.


I took a breath. I had a winning record for England against Fiji. I knew that gave me clout. I knew too that serendipity was on my side: while Fiji had never won an Olympic medal of any colour in 60 years of trying, the next Olympics in three years would feature the return of rugby for the first time in 92 years and the seven-a-side version for the first time ever.


The fact that the deadline for applications had just passed seemed less important than all that emotion and instinct. I sent a short email, no CV asked for, simply an expression of interest, and the reply came promptly back: Can you do an interview over Skype at two in the afternoon, Suva time?


Two in the afternoon in Fiji’s capital is two in the morning in London. Fine – I like espresso. Staying up late was no problem. I did a little basic prep. I knew the current team’s strengths and weaknesses from my time with England, when we had played them in the annual World Series and beaten them several times, so I could talk about those with authority. I understood it would be madness to try to change the way they played, but I realised too that if I could add a framework, to make them consistently brilliant rather than intermittently outstanding, and get them fitter and even faster, and put in place selection strategies that weren’t just based on who you knew and which province you came from, as rumours said they were, I could make a difference. If I could convince the blazers of that too, the same officials who sacked coaches as regularly as they emptied the bins, it might get interesting.


At 2 a.m. I was wide awake and good to go. Instead I had my first exposure to ‘Fiji Time’, less a degree on the international date line than a state of perpetual possibility. I would come to understand Fiji Time in detail: something is scheduled to happen; it probably will, at some stage, although there’s no rush, and there’s no certainty around when, and if it doesn’t . . . well, something else has come along instead, and maybe it wasn’t meant to happen anyway, otherwise why didn’t it?


So 2 a.m. became 2.30 a.m., became 3 a.m., became lying on the sofa with my laptop on my stomach and the early-morning flights into Heathrow starting to thunder past overhead. Somewhere close to that late-summer dawn the Skype beeps sounded. I sat up, fired up the video link and rubbed my eyes.


My face was being projected onto the wall of chief executive Manasa Baravilala’s office, and I had the sense this was not established procedure. People who were not board members, people who seemed uninvolved in the actual interview, kept popping their heads in to have a look and say hello. I was repeatedly asked if I knew Jonny Wilkinson, the great hero of England’s World Cup win of 2003, and if I’d met the Queen. I thought it went OK. I asked a few questions. I didn’t fall asleep. I had at least met Jonny.


Much later that morning, after a long frazzled lie-in, I went online, keen to learn more about Fijian culture and life. I knew all about the rugby, but I knew little of anything else. Had you given me a map of the Pacific and asked me to point to Fiji, I would have gone north of New Zealand and just hoped not to pick Tonga or Samoa instead.


The first headline I saw on the Fiji Times website announced that Manasa Baravilala had been sacked.


Right. Game over before the game had begun. That was Fiji for you, and Fiji would clearly be for someone else. Bisham Abbey would be my new playground, and that would be fine – part of Britain’s push to the Rio Olympics, medals an indirect result of what I would be trying to do. UK Sport had never been better funded; in the four years up to those Games in Brazil it would have almost £350 million to spend. My life would be calm, and it would be comfortable. We could bring in the best coaches and the latest equipment to work with athletes who needed little motivating and were already close to the finished article.


And it would not be the Rugby Football Union, awash in power battles and personal rivalries, and led by a boss who in seven years had rarely come to see the sevens team he was ultimately responsible for, training at a ground two miles from his office. I had been told, towards the end, that my job depended on England’s performance in the next two tournaments and the subsequent World Cup. When we reached the semi-final of those tournaments, handing out a record-breaking defeat to Fiji along the way, and then made the World Cup final, it was something of a surprise to be sacked anyway.


I had found it impossible not to be dragged down by it all. My strength was completely spent from worrying about the boss. Calm and comfortable might be rather easy to get used to.


Two weeks later, sitting in an Italian restaurant in southwest London with my wife Natalie, my mobile started ringing. I recognised the dialling code.


+679. Fiji.


I jumped up and strode outside, into a little side road that ran towards Richmond Green. It was a warm evening, still light at 8 p.m., well-heeled Londoners out for a gentle stroll, others throwing Frisbees about on the grass, comfortable lives and solid wealth everywhere you looked.


Hello, Ben? It’s Berlin Kafoa. I’m the acting CEO of Fiji Rugby.


Hi, Berlin, what can I do for you?


We’re just about to have a press conference.


About what?


About how we’ve appointed you as our new coach.


A silence, a frown, a jolt of adrenalin.


Appointed me? Do I get any say in this?


Of course. You have 20 minutes. Please call me back.


I walked slowly back into the restaurant, red tiles on the floor, carefully exposed brick walls, contentment in the air. There was so much easy affluence that the décor had been designed to look shabbily chic – tables like old school desks, carefully tatty wooden chairs, old leather books on the shelves. Thick-rimmed wine glasses in front of us, a bottle of Valpolicella half-drunk and ready to be poured for more.


We talked first about the sensible stuff: moving to a place neither of us had ever been to before, moving thousands of miles from friends and family, from one of the world’s great cities to a nation whose population could have fitted into one London borough. We talked about Natalie’s job and career hopes. We talked about commitment and changes of heart. I hadn’t yet signed a contract with UK Sport, so I still had time to give them a grateful no thanks. We talked about the possibility of keeping options open, of going over there for a look, of simply flying home if it wasn’t working and felt like it never could.


We talked about all that. But instinct had already kicked in. Berlin had given me 20 minutes; I’d known after two seconds.


Those sorts of sped-up moments bring their own rush. It’s two espressos in one mouthful, it’s a sudden sharpening of your senses. When you jump overboard, the water is cold. I phoned Fiji back. We drank our wine and felt light-headed even before it had kicked in.


It was good to enjoy that feeling, because it wouldn’t last long. Soon the text messages started arriving: Congratulations, but you do realise . . .? Great news Ben, aren’t you worried about . . .? Blimey, you’re brave . . .


World Rugby called and told me that all funding to Fiji had been suspended while they investigated where it had been spent. Fiji Rugby, a union traditionally strapped for cash, was now effectively bankrupt. Again.


Gut feelings do not tend to run due diligence. There had been no discussion of terms, or salary, or how long the deal might actually be for. It had simply been, can you get here in about ten days’ time? Pay for your own flights, we’ll reimburse you when you arrive. We’ll sort everything out then.


I had taken them at their word, rather than asking for a day or two so I could discuss it with my agent, or a contract in writing so my lawyers could examine the small print as well as the large details. I’d just said, yeah, OK.


I’d had a pay-out when I left England. At some level I knew that I could tick over for a while without losing the house. But the hangover from the big rush came sweeping over me all the same, walking up the Thames towpath up to Hammersmith the next soft, balmy morning to see my chiropractor. And not just a few reservations but an absolute panic – a sick feeling in my stomach, a wave of regrets and what ifs and what on earth have I done?


I called my agent. Can we get out of this? I’ve known Mark for a long time, and with him there is no being nice for the sake of it. He was sympathetic but firm: to quit now, when it had already been in all the newspapers, would look terrible. It would damage my chances of getting any other job. To pull out saying I wasn’t being paid enough would make me look even more stupid – shouldn’t I have found that out before signing? The earliest I could realistically hope to leave was after a year. It was a 12-month minimum sentence.


I walked all the way back from Hammersmith to Brentford. Along the Thames, that’s a good few hours. It must be getting on for six or seven miles. Past the old Watney Brewery in Chiswick, on towards Barnes, heading north again towards Kew, and every step, thinking, Shit. Shit. Shit . . .


Had Mark said he could get me out of it, I would have been gone, filled with the happiness of a liberated man. Instead I was like an unhappy kid trying to get out of school. Could I pull a giant sickie? Could I blame it on Natalie?


It was Natalie who talked me down. Let’s just go there and see what happens. If we don’t like it, we come home. We’ll get a nice hotel, we’ll have a proper look round. The first tournament is on the Gold Coast in Australia, a week or so after we’re scheduled to land. We do that, fly back to London, and make our decision. Think of it as a holiday with benefits. Don’t think of it as for ever.


Fiji is a nation of 300-odd islands, spread over more than a million square kilometres in the lonely South Pacific. New Zealand’s North Island is 2,000 kilometres to the south. That’s a lot of ocean for a kid brought up on Field Lane in Brentford. It was 10,000 miles from the city where I had always lived, from my 81-year-old mother, from my two sisters and my friends and Natalie’s family.


I did a little bit of the research I should have done before. Even the RFU hadn’t seen as many coups as the Fijian government, or been under siege for two months from its own security force. The Fijileaks website was awash with stories of corruption and bribery, of police brutality, of prisons stacked with political opponents.


Then there was Frank Bainimarama, the military chief who had seized power once in 2000, and again after the most recent coup in 2006. He was now the prime minister; the governments of Australia and New Zealand had preferred to describe him as a dictator. Sanctions had been imposed and the country had been suspended from the Commonwealth after he had backtracked on a promise to hold elections. It was why there had been no Fiji sevens team at the Commonwealth Games in Delhi in 2010, where I had taken my England team to the semi-finals. You read stories about Bainimarama that you hoped weren’t true, and you read stories about him that seemed impossible. You could believe that he still played touch rugby every morning; he was Fijian. But had he really postponed that final coup by 24 hours so that a big rugby match involving his Army team could go ahead as scheduled?


So much for calm and comfortable. So much for soft landings.


You fly to Fiji from London, and you’re flying for ever. You get jetlag, and then go so far that your jetlag gets jetlag, and a day later you’re still travelling. It’s always daylight and you can never sleep. If you’re excited about what’s at the end of it, it’s an exhausting experience. If your head is full of doubt and regrets, it’s an awfully long time to be feeling sick.


Nadi International Airport is on the far west of the biggest and most populated island, Viti Levu. Natalie and I staggered off that final plane like zombies, red-eyed, stiff-limbed, desperate to lie down, desperate to lie flat. We dragged our heavy suitcases through Customs, straight into a whirlwind – girls running over to drape garlands of flowers round our necks, a huge banner, Welcome Home, Ben!, some sort of ukulele orchestra starting up, journalists rushing over for interviews. Two hours of mayhem were followed by another flight to Suva, the capital across the other side of the island, and eventually on to the Novotel in Lami, a few miles west along the coastal road, and this time the full board of the Fiji Rugby Union was awaiting us in reception: more cameras, more television crews, a great feast prepared for us, and all the time the panic rising, and the doubt and heavy exhaustion dragging us down.


We lasted about 20 minutes. Apologies and handshakes, pleas that we had been awake for almost three days, promises that we would do it all properly in the morning. And then I was sitting on the edge of the bed in the hotel room with Natalie, the world outside a cage of total darkness, nothing to offer perspective on where we were or what we were doing. Suitcases dumped in the corner, nothing taken out except a toothbrush, the heat prickling our skin, the lassitude of crossing those latitudes heavy on our shoulders, all the doubts and fears and regrets filling up the room around us. We sat there looking at each other. Shit . . .


Dawn came early each day. Sitting on the hotel bed, looking left, it was a shimmering wall of blue – all sea, all sky, one reflecting the other, the horizon hard to find. Open windows let in a little waft of frangipani. Dark-green islands in the distance. That one was called Mosquito Island and another Snake Island were the sort of details that were best learned later.


The ANZ Stadium in town was hosting the annual Oceania sevens, a geography lesson for me as much as a sporting one. Hello Tuvalu. Welcome to the Cook Islands, American Samoa and the Solomon Islands. Papua New Guinea, Samoa, I promise that one day soon I’ll be able to place you all on that vast Pacific map.


Alongside the main event was an invitational tournament for club sides from across Fiji and a select group of nations – the USA, France, Argentina. Natalie and I were guests of honour, sweltering even in the shade of the grandstand, doing nothing more than observing.


I noticed him before the summons came: big, over six feet, thickset, a stern look on his face, there in the middle of the stand, bodyguards either side of him, jacket and shirt despite the heat, and no one getting anywhere close.


Frank Bainimarama.


I made my way over, aware that the entire stadium was watching us, that everyone knew everyone else was watching. It felt strangely like being 16 again and getting ready to pick up your new girlfriend from her parents’ house for the first time, knowing that as soon as you knock on the door you will come nose to chest with her terrifying father.


I knew he would want to keep me close. I was the big arrival, even if no one knew yet how temporary I wanted the stay to be. Rugby was his game and the nation’s game. I knew too that his support would be limited, in case I made a mess of it all. Be nice, I thought. Make a couple of neutral comments, walk away after a respectable period of time. Talk less and listen more.


He held my stare. I was conscious of not holding his too long. Television cameras had moved carefully into place. I could tell he was wearing his neutral expression, even if his neutral was most people’s third-gear intimidating.


He welcomed me. The cameras stayed on him. I thanked him. The cameras backed away.


He looked at me again. ‘You’re going to get a lot of advice out here,’ he said, neutral face locked on. ‘Don’t listen to any of it unless it saves your life.’


He chuckled. His bodyguards leant back, allowing the butts of their guns to slide out from under their shirts, and chuckled too.


There would never be a meeting I would have with Frank when I wouldn’t leave thinking, Ben, be careful. I knew I would have to watch every public step, every word I said. I would find out that he took things personally, that he held grudges, that he made things happen. I would see the hidden ruthlessness emerge, and I would see it work for me: a problem of mine that he would hear about, met with one comment – Don’t worry, I’ll sort those sons of bitches out – and terminated with one phone call. There would never be any point when I thought I could challenge him, when it could be anything else than him in charge.


Bright sunshine overhead, storm clouds coming in. A few matches later, right in front of us, one of Fiji’s new stars, Kalepi Namoua, went down heavily with a broken leg, a bad one, a spiral fracture.


I drove up Laucala Bay Road to the Colonial War Memorial Hospital with the team doctor, as much to see what happened in Fiji when you suffered a serious injury like that as to help in any way. Kalepi’s parents arrived as he was being assessed. And then they took him away, before he could be operated on, to take him back to their village, where the witchdoctor, who called himself a healer, would later push the bones back through the skin and wrap leaves around his shattered leg, which would then get infected. I watched him being carried away, thinking, if this guy doesn’t get this leg set in this public hospital, forget about whether I pick him again, he’s never going to play rugby at this level ever again.


Storm clouds and sunshine. At the same hospital, where Fiji Rugby’s CEO was presenting a new scanner to help diagnose heart problems in young kids, something came over the young patients as the nurses whispered to them that this red-haired, red-eyed man in the corner was Fiji’s new sevens coach. It didn’t seem to matter that the only thing I’d done was eat a couple of hotel buffet breakfasts and be significantly unsettled by their unelected leader. A first positive thought: if merely meeting a pasty, equivocating coach could have this effect, what would happen if we could get this team to win? What would an Olympic gold medal mean to a country raised on rugby but starved of success?


With the first of the nine legs of the Sevens World Series due to begin on Australia’s Gold Coast the following week, the hard work would have to begin imminently, even if the team selection would not be mine, nor their fitness. The pitch where they were due to assemble was in the middle of an Army camp, mosquitoes feasting on the boys, players getting ill because of the poor sanitation. They were here not because it worked for training but because it worked for the Army officers who could stand around watching and boasting about their own importance. There was no training kit and no water bottles. The few rugby balls they had were so old and worn that there was no grip on them at all. It was me and a whistle and nothing else.


With Kalepi crippled, I needed to choose a replacement for the squad. Four names were given to me. Three of them I had never heard of. The fourth, Osea (nicknamed Oscar) Kolinisau, I had seen in action before and rated: 27 years old, not tall at 5ft 9ins but solid at more than 14 stone, an explosive runner, dangerous on the wing or counter-attacking from full-back in the 15-a-side game. I submitted his name to the Fiji Rugby Union and came up against the next unforeseen speedbump.


Osea? No, you can’t pick him.


Why?


He’s a trouble-maker.


How?


He just is. You can’t.


Osea, I found out, had spoken up for the players in the past. When training had been going badly, he had complained to Fiji Rugby’s board, and now the board was complaining back. I was happier to hear it, because a team full of yes-men gets you nowhere. There must be honesty, and a coach must know how his players feel if he is to do more than just issue instructions and assume each will process them in exactly the same way.


When I drove to Osea’s parents’ house in Suva and spoke to his father Tui, a pastor in the local church, a different back-story emerged: that when Osea had been dropped from the national squad, he was so stricken that it took all his father’s persuasion and prayer to get him to continue his university education, let alone his rugby career.


You need players who care, who understand what they might lose if they do not produce their best, and so I made time to talk to him. Within a few seconds my instincts kicked in again: I can trust this man, I can feel a connection. I couldn’t put my finger quite on what it was – maybe his tone, his manner, the way he looked at me – but I felt it immediately. You and I are going to be fine. You and I are going to get on really well.


Against the advice, I brought him into the team. To widespread shock, I then made him my captain. Of all the things I did in that first year, all the punts and cute calculations, that was the one that paid back most handsomely. That was the start of it all.


That was the start, but we were beginning a long way down. To the Gold Coast of Queensland, training at a local club, turning up in our kit, the heat dry, rising up through the parched, bleached grass. Face and arms smeared with white sun-block, late-morning sun sending sweat down my back and into my eyes. I set up a fitness assessment, a simple standard called a yo-yo, similar to the bleep test, designed to gauge your aerobic endurance, running between two cones in a gradually decreasing number of seconds.


I won it. The 40-something coach beat the cream of Fiji’s rugby talent. I stood there in the bright sunshine, feet sweating in my rugby boots, the smell of the sun-cream and sweat in my nostrils. This was my team. This was what I had gambled it all for. I walked off in search of water and realised we had none.


They appeared mentally shot, too, ready to drop out straight away, puzzled as to why they were even being tested. They never trained for sevens, just played it, sometimes up to 50 tournaments a year, almost one each week. No training, no building fitness progressively over the season, no recovery. None of them had thought, maybe I should stay in shape to impress our new coach. Instead the thinking had been, wait and see who it is, if he’s from my province I’m getting picked anyway, if he’s from another island I’ve got no chance whether I can run like Usain Bolt or a three-toed sloth.


That had to change. I took aside the long-standing and long-suffering team physio, William Koong, and told him what we needed: physical intensity, and fast. We would have to break some players to get others where we wanted them.


William was smart, much more so than he liked to let on. He was from the village of Sawani, out on the west coast of Fiji’s second island, Vanua Levu, but he understood the wider world and how to navigate through it. As a physio, he would take a large metal trunk on all our trips to overseas tournaments, filled with medical necessities, with strapping, with bandages and pads. On the last day of training I would sometimes be surprised by how much strapping the players were wearing, fearing an outbreak of muscle strains and injuries. William would wink and show me what had replaced it all in the trunk: gifts for home that otherwise wouldn’t make our luggage allowance, expensive memory-foam beanbags lent to us on long-term lease from other tournaments. If you can be creative with mere luggage, you can be creative enough to make young men run a little further and faster than they had been used to.


We didn’t tank in that first competition. Fiji never could, not with the ability in those fingertips, not with that inbuilt balance and strength. But we lost to Wales in the group stages, something which said more about where we were than where that Wales team might be heading, and up against England in the quarter-finals, a team I had pushed to their fitness limits myself, honed at the world-class facilities of the English Institute for Sport, we couldn’t get close. Beaten by my old team, the gap between what I had left and what I had taken on stark before me, the doubts and panic rising again.


I could see the whole thing was a mess. There was only one thing I could salvage from it, and that was that the wreckage would not be witnessed by others. I’d seen in the past what happened to Fijian teams when they lost badly: they would go out that night and drink badly too – big lads on the sauce who don’t do it enough to handle it and have too much energy and warrior spirit stored up for it to end up any other way.


So I banned them from booze until they were home and far from my eyes. I literally sat downstairs in the hotel foyer with Natalie and made sure that no one was coming up or down the stairs drinking. I needed one small victory from the carnage, not just for that week but to take into the bigger battles ahead, and that would be it.


The problem would never fully disappear. Over the next three years I would see key players banned, hotel rooms in flames, crying girlfriends and broken marriages. Sometimes it would not be the players’ fault. An uncle or tribal relative would roll into town, or be part of the ex-pat community in the city where we were playing, and when the older man decreed it was time for beers, the younger man culturally could not refuse. I understood too that they needed an outlet for all that pent-up emotion, which was why I not only let them hit the fast food after the tournament but paid for it from my own pocket. It would make no difference to their performance at that point, and I found it quietly amusing to see them being joined, surreptitiously, by players from other countries trying to sneak a dirty burger under the radar. Kiwis, Samoans, Tongans and Fijians, all together under the Golden Arches.


And I began the process of making them feel good mentally as well as physically. You will all be invited to our first training camp back home. You will all start off with an ‘A’ star. It’s up to you to lose your place. You have a head-start over everyone else from the islands, but your behaviour is pretty important in determining what happens next. I tried to be just as positive in my own thinking. Even if some of them had been pretty terrible in that tournament, well, look, that’s off the back of minimal fitness, with a coach who has barely started to coach, and years of mismanagement and underachievement. Someone somewhere must have thought you were half-decent, even if there was some fiddling around with selection because your village head was owed a favour by someone higher up, or your cousin happened to be talking to the right selector at an opportune time. Some I knew were far better players than they were showing, like winger Samisoni Viriviri, who played domestically for the police sevens side and had shown glimpses for the national team before. Sami’s grandfather had been a star, capped in the 15-a-side game against Australia and England, part of the legendary Fijian XV that had beaten the British and Irish Lions in Suva in 1977. Sami loved his fast food and he loved his booze. You could see both on his 6ft frame, slowing him down, blunting his silhouette and his attacking edge. He was also so shy that no coach had tried to get through to him. I knew there was better to come from him, and that I had to start by showing him support.


Coach for a while and it becomes a subconscious business. Even as we had been falling apart on the Gold Coast, I was figuring out the little steps and the small gains, hunting the easy wins that might lead to much more. At the invitational tournament I’d seen back in Fiji, there had been kids playing for the clubs whose talent was extraordinary. Argentina, USA and France had all been beaten by local teams. I could lose four of the current squad, bring in four callow replacements from that level and get an instant uplift, especially if that quartet included a 23-year-old giant called Semi Kunatani, a flying flanker from the Yamacia club and a rampaging off-loading maverick named Pio Tuwai I’d spotted at the Coral Coast tournament. I could hit their diets, replacing starchy carbs with lean protein, and adding pace and power as a result. The set-pieces – scrum, line-out, penalty moves – were being done as little add-ons the day before matches. We could hone those. The kicking was woeful, random in direction at best, technically flawed. I could improve that by 10 per cent in a few weeks. Defence? Defence was like collective suicide, broken charges from what should have been a solid white line, whacking the opposition round the head because they had been brought up carrying the ball high, getting yellow cards for those infringements and others on top because they were unfit and tired and making bad, bad decisions as a result. There were hundreds of little things like that, everywhere I looked. What would happen if we got all those elements right?


I was back in London for only eight days after that first spell in Fiji. All that time my brain was ticking over with ideas and names and thoughts and schemes. Natalie would stay at home, at least until the New Year. I couldn’t wait to get back to Fiji.


Instinct against logic, precedent against the present. I had still not been shown a contract. My flights and hotel bill had not been reimbursed. Maybe I should have realised that I was just being told what they thought I wanted to hear, that Fiji Time was about to meet Fijian finances to leave me with nothing for a whole lot longer. But had I known that there would be no contract waiting for me, that I would not be paid a single cent for another six months, would I have gone back to Fiji at all?




TWO


My best friend has gone, and I don’t know how to find him. Me and Noel, tighter than I have ever been with anyone. Together at school, side by side on the rugby pitch, out in the back garden playing every sort of game invented and several we made up ourselves. Sleeping in my school uniform so I can get up quicker and get down to the table-tennis tables left out in the playground, Noel the number-one seed, me pushing him every morning at number four.


Summer holidays together, taken by my mum and dad, with Noel’s parents so far away and his guardian a man who you know you don’t want to spend too much time with. Watching rip-off VHS videos of big-hit films and chasing each other round the streets of Brentford on cheap versions of proper BMX bikes. Baths together, top-and-tailing in the same bed, all the photos of me as a kid with Noel alongside.


And then he begins to slip away. Other kids on the scene, man-boys with troubling habits and crueller games and an attitude to the world that says fuck you and let’s fight rather than explore and escape and excite. Noel getting pulled away, being changed, growing in a different way. Getting together and feeling something is slipping. Getting together and feeling doubt and apprehension, and wanting to do something about it but knowing you are powerless against these colder, bleaker currents. Something forever there between you that should never be broken, bad luck and bad decisions taking one of you one way and the other somewhere else.


You move on and you move away. And then you come back, and you want what you used to have. You want to sit down again and admit all that was there before, even as you understand it can never be the same again. In my head there’s never anything wrong with Noel. He is perfect and so are we. You know that has gone, but you want it to be superseded by something different and still deep.


And so I start to look again. I go to old haunts and old acquaintances. I pull favours and I ask myself questions.


Searching for my best friend. Searching for what I’m missing.


I began our first significant training session back in Fiji with 20 players gathered around me. It would be a serious session to deal with an acute lack of fitness: 100m sprints, a jog back and then go again, a 200m run in 30 seconds or less, then 60m more hard running, 30m, cutting the recovery times between each effort.


I ended the session with three players. The rest were hiding in the bushes at the far end of the pitch, or at least hiding as well as 17 men with an average weight of 15 stone could behind a few fronds and glossy leaves.


When it happened the following day, I threw the bushbabies out of the session and began again. You get fit, you get in the team. You don’t get fit, you don’t get in the team. I just want you to give it your best. Together we’re going to get better.


The only one talking to me was Osea. The rest were saying yes, but only, I sensed, from a fear of saying no. Osea, having thought his career might be over, had already glimpsed the other side and not liked what he’d seen. He knew he needed someone to push him, and he trusted me to do it. I trusted him to bring some of the others with him. To all of them I sent a careful message via the two national newspapers, the Fiji Times and the Fiji Sun. These are good players. I’m going to work them hard. We’re going to be fitter for our next tournament, and if we get that right, the nation will have more to feel good about.


Everyone in Fiji reads those papers: players, their parents, the coaches, the partners, the tribal chiefs. By spelling it out so publicly, I was making the responsibility a collective one.


They would have to change, but so would I. I set up a 40m sprint test, one I had run in England with high-speed cameras, an electronic wind gauge, GPS trackers tucked between each man’s shoulder-blades and laser timing, the video clip of each effort instantly Bluetoothed to the players’ complementary iPads. In Suva the boys started by one of the coconut trees and finished at a plastic cone. I timed them on a hand-held stopwatch.


It was the slowest I had ever seen sevens players recorded. It made no sense. The boys had no endurance, but Fijian players always had immense top-end speed. Where was it? Had that gone too?


Physio William strolled over, all wisdom and worldly knowledge. Ben. Get them to chase each other.


Why?


Just try it.


I began again, this time with one man by the coconut tree, another five metres behind him. When I blew my whistle it was like watching a pair of synchronised explosions.


William came over again. Give the guy in front a ball.


I did. The explosions blew past on fast-forward.


Sports science had taken me a long way, but I was a man up a creek trying to use a laptop as a paddle. Running 40 metres for no reason made no sense to a Fijian. It wasn’t far enough to count as a workout. It wasn’t anything at all. Make it a chase, make it a competition not to get caught, and suddenly the pitch came alive. Give Fijian men a ball, ask them to score a try or save one to win a match, and they were forces unleashed. The flaw had been mine.


Fiji sprawled around me, complicated, contrary, dark hills piling up inland, reefs and breakers rolling in from the empty ocean. Coaching players in England had been easy; I knew how they felt, because I had been one myself. I ate the same things and I listened to the same music. Here I was a stranger, off my charts, out of my depth. I needed to leave the Novotel and its breakfast buffet and its bar serving Fiji Gold in chilled glasses. I couldn’t change Fijian rugby without Fiji changing me first.


I had spent a few late nights in conversation with a sevens obsessive named Culden Kamea, who ran the country’s big rugby magazine, Teivovo. Culden was from Fiji’s second city, Lautoka, over on the west coast of Viti Levu. His son Randall had been capped by the national sevens side before taking a professional contract over in France. It bemused him that no previous coach had bothered leaving the main island to see what talent might lie undiscovered in the hundreds of islands and villages, that team selection was made from the comfy office of the Fiji Rugby Union in Suva, rather than the real guts of the nation.


I needed to understand Fiji, and needed Fiji to understand me. And so a few mornings later Culden and I packed up and set off: four and a half hours north from the capital up Kings Road, through Korovou and Lodoni, hugging the coast, Pacific to our right, rainforest stretching away to our left, to a little dusty town called Natovi Landing. A small ferry tied to the jetty, buses being loaded into the hold alongside cattle and motorbikes, one ramshackle café on the quayside with people drinking sugary tea inside or sitting on cases and lugging parcels outside, kids running around barefoot in shorts and faded rugby shirts, hawking warm roti bread or petrified-looking fried fish. Big cakes for sale, smothered in luminous icing.


I bought a little of everything and ate a little bit less, before heading onto the boat and a chugging voyage eastwards to the Lomaiviti islands, Ovalau in our sights.


Ovalau is not big – maybe 10km wide at its broadest point, 13km long, a huge blown-out volcanic crater in the middle cradling villages and cool lakes. It has steep forested hills down the east coast, rolling grassy hills to the north, a scattering of tiny coral islands hanging off its southern tip and 9,000 inhabitants, all of them clinging on to a dusty existence, most of them in old rugby shirts.
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