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    Prologue




    MARTHA




    13 January 1961




    When he thought about next Saturday, he began to sweat. It would come around soon enough, his rational mind knew that, but right now it seemed so far away. Six days, five hours, ten minutes, so much time for things to go wrong, no matter how low he lay, no matter his attention to detail. But if he got through the week, then six days, five hours, ten minutes from now, he could be on his way to unparalleled joy, his ecstasy. It was a bad habit, he knew it, but it was one he had no intention of giving up. Never mind the material goods he gained from his habit, that was not why he did it. It was the excitement. And to get there he had to endure mundane days like today.




    Across from him, her eyes half-closed, her hands caressing the familiar glass ball, was the most wrinkled face he had ever seen. He guessed she was in her eighties now, an age few reached where he came from. The full-length black mesh dress and her long, heavily varnished burgundy fingernails added to the theatre of the moment. Her prayer-like actions told him she was now communicating with someone who had passed to the other side. In a gargling voice that made no sense to him, she asked the ball another question.




    Dermot, with friends who would laugh if they saw him now, sat quietly, awaiting enlightenment, calmed by the smell of the incense that fogged the darkened room. He was thirty-nine and so proud to call himself Irish. He was only here because he knew his mother, a true believer, would have wanted him to be. Sitting in this grubby parlour on the Blackpool seafront was a way of showing his loyalty to her. He had cut down the visits to Madam Martha, but in the aftermath of the accident, he wanted to ask this ‘great psychic’ why she hadn’t foreseen the motorbike that knocked down his mum as she crossed Belfast’s Crumlin Road. He bottled it. He wasn’t scared of much. But he was a little bit scared of Madam Martha. His mum used to say she trusted the tea leaves more than she trusted Dermot’s dad, and he knew she wasn’t alone in that. Dermot didn’t really believe that this stooped old crone could predict his future, but as the gargling and the mumbling intensified, he was less sure of his own uncertainty.




    He didn’t seem to get as many trips to Blackpool as before. But whenever his work took him there – today it was with a group of pensioners from Yorkshire – he always looked up Martha, and she always managed to squeeze him in for a reading.




    Laughlin’s Coaches had gone from a small family firm to one of the biggest coach companies in the north of England in the twenty-odd years he’d worked in this family concern. Their bread-and-butter business was still school trips, work outings, race days, weekends in London or at the seaside, sometimes France and Spain too. But the contract that put them into the big league was the work they had with one of the country’s top-flight football clubs. Every away game, often with an overnight stay, Laughlin’s would take them, and Dermot loved his work for the football club more than any other part of the business.




    Martha let out a few more disturbing guttural moans, her eyes rolled, she faked a ghostly shiver, and he knew she was ready to predict his future once more. He wondered if she kept notes of their past encounters, so she made sure she was constant in her predictions. As he waited, Dermot studied the pattern on the thick velvet curtains that were blocking out the Lancashire sunshine. Then – this was a first, he was sure – she murmured, her voice croaking even more …




    ‘Give … me … your … hand.’




    Nervously Dermot did so, sensing her disapproval at the mild nicotine stain on his first two fingers. She grasped his hand between her own white, ice-cold bony fingers, turned it slowly to see his palm, and as her index finger ran over it, she leaned over so her nose was just inches from his lifeline. More mumbling. More silence. More mumbling. More running of that finger across his hand. He felt a shiver.




    This was so different to his previous visits. There had been the time she said he would get an unexpected windfall, and when he won a premium bond prize six months later, his mum told him, ‘You see, I told you to listen to me.’ He treated her to a new fridge with the proceeds. There was the time he was going out with that girl Moira from Tralee, and Martha had said he needed to avoid big arguments and days later he and Moira had had the mother of all rows and she was gone. There was the time he asked her, as a joke, who she reckoned would win the All Ireland Hurling final, and she told him ‘the colour closest to red’, and Cork only went and won it. But this was a very different Martha to the one he thought he knew. More mumbling, more gargling, more stroking of his hand, and he could feel the drops of sweat forming beneath her touch. Then she jerked up her head, stared coldly into his eyes, and said …




    ‘The Lord said, “Thou shalt not steal.” If you do … you will be broken into small pieces.’




    With that she rose with a speed and a force that belied her age. It was as if she was being levitated. As she stood, looking down on him with what he sensed was a mix of anger and scorn, that bony hand swooped down onto the table and scooped up the crumpled ten-shilling note he’d placed alongside the glass ball. Without another word, she floated angrily from the room, through the door marked M.
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    GORDON




    Monday 18 February 1974




    Monday. He hated Mondays. The only day of the week he didn’t set the alarm, but still he woke before six, reached over to a woman’s body that wasn’t there, felt the regular stab of loneliness, cursed that final large tumbler of Scotch that had tipped him into hangover territory, and rolled over in the hope that more sleep would come. It did, too much of it, and it was closer to nine than eight o’clock when he dragged his aching footballer’s knees to the bathroom. He leaned over the sink, stared at eyes looking so much older than his fifty-one years, dipped his head, and spat. Five days till Saturday, and his next game. Right now, he hated Saturdays even more than he hated Mondays.




    Five days, six hours, ten minutes to kick-off. Assuming he made it. He knew managers on better runs of form than this who had still been sacked. He knew there were one or two on the board who felt he was already well past his sell-by date. The paper talk had started. He’d made the mistake of picking up the Sunday Mirror from the bar when he popped into the Rambler’s Inn last night. Straight to the back page, as always. ‘HOW LONG HAS GORDON GOT?’ He didn’t read the story, but what with the picture of a group of fans by the team coach with their ‘GORDON OUT’ placard, players trooping sadly in the background, he didn’t need to. Then he had got into the car, and they were talking about him on the local radio too.




    ‘We need to keep it in context, Paul,’ the reporter was telling the anchor. ‘This is a small group of fans who have formed a protest group. But there is no doubt this is a bad run, relegation is a real prospect now, and the question is whether the board thinks “stick with him” or “make a change and try to kick-start the rest of the season”. Only time will tell, and later we get the draw for the sixth round of the FA Cup. The good Cup run we are enjoying might be the only thing that saves him now. We shall see.’




    Gordon knew Don Robinson, the reporter. Not a bad guy. But these journalists, he said to himself, they just go with the flow. If the blood is there to be tasted, they all want a bit. He was grateful when they changed subject and went back to the general election, Prime Minister Ted Heath and Labour leader Harold Wilson seemingly neck-and-neck in the latest polls, with just ten days to go to polling day. Gordon would be voting Labour, as always, though he knew he was in a minority at the club. It wasn’t just poor results that were causing the tension with the chairman, but with the election so close, politics too.




    Only last week, Stan Moffitt had said to Gordon it would be a ‘fucking disaster’ if Harold Wilson came back as Prime Minister, and was visibly annoyed when Gordon said the club’s supporters were ‘getting screwed rotten by the Tories’. Moffitt was the owner of one of the town’s largest textile factories and his business was going through a bad time because – in his view – of over-powerful trade unions. So when he saw the manager of his football team making donations to the miners and openly supporting them in any industrial action, he resented it, though he knew it made Charlie Gordon more popular with the fans, and so much harder to sack, even if he wanted to. Moffitt was a total free marketeer, felt businesses had to be able to operate free of the restrictions of militant unions and the regulation of government. He employed people in the town. He paid them the wages to enable them to live, eat, drink and see their team on Saturdays. Why did they need unions?




    Even football matches were being affected by the miners’ actions. A midweek game against Manchester City reserves had recently been switched from a 7.30 p.m. kick-off to lunchtime, because of the limits on the use of floodlights. ‘This is what happens when unions call the shots,’ Moffitt told the local paper, prompting Gordon, unknown to his chairman, to send off another cheque to the miners; unknown, that is, until he wrote about it in his programme notes. That really infuriated Moffitt, even if he knew the reason for Gordon’s politics – the lack of generosity of the mining firm which owned the Fallin Colliery, which had taken his father’s life.




    My God, he sighed to himself as he stared at the tired face he was about to shave, I wonder what Mum and Dad would have made of all this. Actually, he only really cared about what his mum would have thought. He was sure he would have loved his dad just as much, but the recollections he had of him were inspired more by photos than actual memories. He was only eleven at the time of the pit accident.




    Shaved, washed, dressed, feeling half-human at least, he couldn’t face breakfast, but downed a cup of instant coffee and took another one in a Thermos for the drive to the training ground. At least he hadn’t vomited this morning. That was a good sign, surely. He had been throwing up too much in the mornings of late, and you didn’t need to be a doctor to know why. How much had he had last night? Couple of pints was it? Four maybe? He didn’t have much at the Rambler’s, because he was driving and anyway there were fans in there and they can be a pain. So what was it, three Scotches? Then how much when he got home? Another four or five? It wasn’t that bad. He’d got himself to bed. He could remember that much.




    Don Robinson was right. The good Cup run was keeping him afloat. Saturday’s victory at Manchester City had put them in the hat for the sixth round. Pray for a home draw, I guess, especially with Lincoln City still in the tournament. Mind you, lose that and I’m a goner, he thought. So maybe pray for an away draw against a bigger club – win that and you’re a hero again. Oh fuck it, he said to himself. What was it his mum used to say? Only bother about the things you can affect yourself … he could have no influence on the draw whatever. Doris Day was spot on … ‘que sera, sera’ … so stop worrying about what you can’t change, and worry about the things you can. Like getting Stan Moffitt and the rest of the board to cough up for some new players.




    There was still frost on the ground as he drove. February is a funny month, he thought. Some days sunshine, some days snow. It was the time of year he inevitably seemed to lose a couple of players to the common cold. He remembered another of his mum’s little sayings – ‘don’t cast a clout, Charles, till May is out’. He never knew what it meant – he thought a clout was what his dad gave him when he’d done something stupid. He’d long left home when he finally learned, from a Geordie physio treating him for an injury, that a clout was a warm winter vest.




    He missed her every day. She was the only person in the world who ever called him Charles. At least she is not here to see me getting all this crap in the papers, he said to himself. He’d noticed how the headline writers who used to call him ‘Charlie’ were more and more referring to him as ‘Gordon’. At least she’s not here to nag me about my drinking, he said to himself as he steered the car onto the main road out of town. He’d had enough of that from the women in his life down the years. He tapped the little quarter-bottle of Bell’s in his inside pocket, and drove on, silently pleased that it was well past nine o’clock and he hadn’t even been tempted yet. Bad news – late in for work. Good news – still not touched a drop.




    On the one occasion Gordon had seriously tried to stop drinking, when he went to a meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous, two and a half years ago, the mantra he kept hearing was ‘one day at a time’. He was now living ‘one week at a time’, match to match, and he knew he couldn’t survive too many more defeats.




    He only did that first – and last – AA meeting. As George Best once said having tried AA, ‘How can you be anonymous when you’re George Best?’ Charlie Gordon was not as world famous as George Best. But even though he had driven sixty miles to the meeting, worn a hat, and not said a word, most people in that room recognized him, several asked for his autograph at the end of the meeting, and as he left, he said to himself, What the fuck were you doing going to that? Any one of those people could go to the press and tell them Charlie Gordon was at an AA meeting. To be fair, none of them did, or if they did, the press didn’t believe them. Either way, he never went again.




    Losing his mother twelve months ago, after several horrible years of decline into full-blown dementia, during which not a day passed that he did not feel guilt at how infrequently he visited her, was still eating away at Charlie. She knew he had a busy life, and latterly she’d barely recognized him anyway. But after all she did for him, he should have done more for her. Not just in childhood either, bringing him up as a single parent. When Gordon’s wife Florence finally walked out on him, as he struggled to adapt to life without playing football, it was his mother who took him back home and finally persuaded him to go back into football coaching and then management.




    By then, he and Florence were childless, their only daughter Alice having died of meningitis aged seven. He’d been a player then, during that brief spell at the club he now managed, but it drove them apart. They couldn’t cope with each other’s grief. It exaggerated the traits they already had – in him an obsession with his football, in her a desire for money, and being seen as something in her own right. The press had covered the tragedy, so her photo had been all over the papers for a few days, sufficient for the head of a model agency to ask her to join his books. Within nine months, having first made sure to get the house, and a good slice of Gordon’s savings, she had moved in with her new boss.




    Charlie was not the first player to see a wife move away as his playing days came to an end. He actually got over the separation quickly. But he never got over the loss of Alice. He had a recurring dream, in which, all dressed in white, she ran towards him as he left the football field after winning a match, and he bent down to greet her and whisk her up in his arms, but then there was a pitch invasion, and she was lost in the crowd.




    So Florence, gone, and good riddance. Alice, gone, and he would never get over it. His mother Ethel, gone, but the guilt about the final sad years of her life remained. He recalled the time he went in to see her in the soulless care home just outside Newton Mearns and she would immediately recognize him and her ageing face would light up with joy. But then he would go for a pee, or out to make a phone call about a transfer, and when he came back in, her face would light up in exactly the same way, forgetting he had been there five minutes earlier. The last time he saw her, he might as well have been Denis Law or Bobby Charlton for all she knew.




    




    He still missed her stoic advice often delivered in threes, he missed her calling him Charles, and the loss was without doubt another factor in his growing relationship with the bottom of a glass. But he was glad she wasn’t there to have the neighbours telling her how badly they were doing in the League, how hard the press were kicking him. But the reality was simple – for a club expected to challenge for titles, the bottom half of the table was unacceptable. He knew that. It had to change or something had to give – probably his job. It is what you sign up for. Bigger and better men than him have found out the hard way that cold, sharp truth. The dreaded R-word – relegation – had not been in anyone’s thinking as the season had started. None of the football writers had put them in their list of relegation contenders. Insofar as Gordon and his team appeared at all, they were up there with the big boys, not languishing with Norwich, Birmingham City and Southampton.




    Seven years he had been at the club now. Lots of wins. Lots of promise. Two FA Cup quarter-finals. A fifth place in the League. A League Cup final, which to this day he felt was lost only because the referee missed a clear foul in the box on Jules Pemberton as he rose to head a corner. All forgotten now by virtually everyone but Gordon. Seven OK years. But no titles, no trophies. And now the R-word was beginning to form on people’s lips, and when that happened the S-word – S for Sack – might well form on the lips of the chairman too.




    That was the main reason managers didn’t like February – so many lost their jobs around then. There was no science to it. Only last week, Ray Plater had been booted out at Wolves, and he was three places higher in the League than Charlie. Then there was Lenny McAlpine, who played with Charlie at Hearts in the mid-1950s, who had taken Carlisle down two divisions, and he was still there. If he had to put his money on it, Charlie mused as he switched on the windscreen wipers to brush away the dots of rain, he would not make it to the end of the season. But Robinson was right, with a good Cup draw and a bit of form in the League, he still had a chance of survival. But shit, he whispered to himself, this is tough.




    Of course he knew he couldn’t show any of these anxieties when he got to the training ground. Not when he had a Number Two who was after his job, and players who, as he remembered from his own time, always expected the manager to be strong, upbeat, on top of everything. He smiled at that one, feeling as he did weak and hung-over, downbeat and depressed, the tasks of the day turning his head into a cacophony of worry and insecurity. As he picked up speed, away from the last set of lights before the turn-off to Summerton Manor, he wondered if he might be heading for two of life’s worst of evils: a cold, and the sack.


  




  

    2




    WINSTON




    The days at Summerton Manor training ground more often than not began with a laugh, usually at the expense of one of the players. Today, everyone stayed quiet as the clock on the dressing room wall ticked its way towards 9.30 a.m. Only when the second hand showed there were ten seconds left did the chanting begin.




    ‘Nine – Eight – Seven – Six – Five …’




    All but four or five of the players joined in the countdown hoping that club captain Wilf Moore would again be late and have to cough up another £25 fine for Charlie Gordon’s charity fund. First-team coach Ronnie Winston stood, arms folded across his dark-blue tracksuit top, just inside the dressing room door. As happened most days, Winston had been first in, partly to prepare the detail of the training session, partly to set an example which all too few of his charges followed. He was used to reporting Mooro’s unpunctuality back to the manager. Captains are supposed to lead by example, he would say. What example does it set to be late as often as Mooro is? Gordon got the message, or the subtext of it. ‘You are losing your grip. There is no respect.’




    The first-team players changed in a small, airless dressing room, just big enough for fourteen or fifteen of them, plus a couple of apprentices who were at their beck and call. The reserve team changed in a room even more cramped, served by one apprentice. A mixture of mainly plastic chairs was scattered round three sides of the room, with hooks hammered into the walls above them. Dominant in the centre of the room was a battle-worn green leather-topped treatment bench, with synthetic white stuffing seeping through a few small cracks on the sides. In one corner, a door led out into the shower and communal bath area. Across the other side of the room, another door led to a small medical room. The team doctor used to say that if three players got injured, it was bad luck for one of them, standing room only. In the centre of the ceiling a light bulb shone brightly dimmed only by the frame of a damaged lampshade. The floor was covered with cheap cord carpet stained with mud, black boot polish and chewing gum.




    The apprentices had the job of keeping the place clean, so the full-time pros weren’t too bothered about how messy they made it. Also, there was a carpet shop in town whose owner was a big fan, and he provided a change of carpet free of charge to the club every other year. He also did deals for the players’ own homes. It didn’t take long for players to sus out the supporters who cut hair, had a butcher’s shop, a furniture business or a clothes shop. Also, thanks to chairman Stan Moffitt’s friendship with car dealer Val Dougdale, who ran the local Ford dealership, the top players all had courtesy cars of varying age and quality.




    Just as the countdown reached four, Mooro breezed through the dressing room door, looking as immaculate as ever, whistling ‘Ride a White Swan’. He was wearing tight bluestone Levi jeans that he had seen T. Rex lead singer Marc Bolan wearing on TV, a pale blue denim shirt, a soft brown leather jacket, and fawn Hush Puppy slip-ons. He’d left a scent of Paco Rabanne in the corridor, as he was a follower of the Spanish fashion designer and collected his after-shave lotions. Blond hair, blue eyes, six feet two inches tall, club captain, on the verge of an England call-up – could life get any better?




    ‘You’re late,’ Ronnie Winston said as he came through the door. ‘What’s your excuse this time, Mooro?’




    ‘Hold on, Ronaldo, I heard the countdown and made it with a few seconds to spare. I was delayed because the dog ate my car-key,’ Mooro replied in his thick Cushie Butterfield accent.




    By this time Ronnie Winston was halfway down the corridor, annoyed, on his way to tell Gordon that his team captain was taking the piss. Mooro raised his voice so the coach could hear him: ‘And I’ve been following the little fucker around the house since 7.30 this morning, waiting for it to have a crap.’ With this he accepted the laughter from the dressing room and quietly turned to Dougie ‘Jinkie’ Jones to whisper, ‘It’s the wife again, Jinkie; three times in the night and twice on the kitchen table. Second time I nearly dropped my bleedin’ toast.’




    ‘Yeah yeah yeah,’ said Jinkie. ‘Skip,’ he added, ‘that perfume you’re wearing is fucking horrible.’




    Goalkeeper Jock Johnson, whose peg was next to Mooro’s, and whose seniority and Scottishness had led Gordon to make him vice-captain, was less worried about the skipper’s perfume than his piss-taking of Ronnie Winston.




    ‘You could be calling him “gaffer” before long, you know. So be careful.’




    ‘In his dreams.’




    ‘Exactly. That’s where ambitions start … as dreams.’




    ‘He’s not a fucking manager, Jock. He’s hit his level. Good coach, that’s it.’




    ‘Aye maybe, but he doesn’t know that, does he? He sees an older man failing and he thinks he could fill the gap.’




    ‘No chance.’




    ‘Have you not noticed the change in him since we went on this fucking Cup run?’




    ‘What? All that “first in last out” shit?’




    ‘And the rest … have you not noticed his little digs at the gaffer when we’re training, and his arse-licking with the directors when they pop by? He’s on manoeuvres, no doubt about it.’




    ‘Yeah well, if Moffitt thinks Winston is a manager, he’s even thicker than I thought he was. The gaffer’s forgotten more about football than Ronnie Winston will ever learn.’




    ‘Well, you’ve been round long enough to know that football chairmen and sensible decisions don’t exactly go together.’




    




    Winston walked down the corridor to Charlie Gordon’s office. A brass-plate with the single word ‘MANAGER’ was screwed into the middle of the door. He imagined it was a cost-saving exercise – keep it general rather than having the expense of engraving every manager’s name every time one got sacked.




    He tapped at the door. There was no reply, so he pushed the door and walked in.




    ‘Gaffer?’ he said, forcefully, thinking Charlie might be using the bathroom in the corner of the room behind his old wooden desk. No reply. ‘Late again,’ he said to himself, and almost certainly hung-over again too.




    He left the door open so he would hear Gordon coming, and took a look inside the desk drawer where he knew he had one of his little booze stashes. He had often thought Gordon was too trusting, and the fact he left his office open to all and sundry, while displaying an openness that the manager believed was important to a healthy club culture, was a mistake Winston would not make, should he ever become a manager himself. There alongside the half-empty bottle of Scotch were copies of players’ contracts, an old club tie, a referee’s whistle; and on the desk the files on upcoming opposition, Everton, Leeds, West Bromwich Albion. By the telephone a bowl of mints, and a wireless.




    Winston was thirty-five now, so if he did get the call he would be among the youngest managers in the whole country, let alone the First Division. He had only been a coach at this level for four years, and until recently had imagined he would be into his forties before he could reasonably even think about going for a manager’s job. But week by week, day by day, he had seen Gordon struggling to get the best from the team, or the results he had promised at the start of the season. More importantly, he had noticed Stan Moffitt, and director Matthew Stock, taking more of an interest in him. Might they be sizing him up for that chair behind the desk, with its NB initials carved into the top? Was it disloyal to think, and hope, that might be the case?




    He had been a player, though never to the level Gordon had reached. The office walls provided plenty of evidence of the manager’s superior record on that front. There was Gordon signing professional forms at Ibrox Park, a handsome-looking, dark-haired seventeen-year-old, with Rangers’ manager Bill Struth looking on like a proud uncle. There was a huge, framed circular montage of Gordon in the colours of all the different clubs he had played for: Rangers, Preston North End, Wolverhampton Wanderers, Leeds United, Aston Villa, Arsenal, his brief spell here, and finally Heart of Midlothian where a knee injury ended his career aged thirty-two. And at the centre of the circle, a photo of Gordon eleven years earlier, winning the first of his thirty-four caps for Scotland. He looked the part, you had to give him that. Charlie Gordon had been your typical ‘big strong centre-half’. Six feet two inches tall. Eleven stone twelve was his ideal weight. But there was more to him than size and strength; he also had the key essential that all quality centre-halves possessed, speed, in his case speed of thought and speed of foot.




    He also had real skill on the ball for a central defender, rarely gave it away, and could make the kind of long direct pass normally associated with midfielders and attacking full-backs. But above all he was a superb reader of the game. That’s why nobody was surprised when, still in his late thirties, he took his first managerial position, a caretaker post at York City, the club where he was coach when the manager was sacked. Three straight wins later, he was sitting in Frank Mellor’s office. So, Winston mused, he couldn’t really complain about me occasionally wondering whether I might one day inherit his position. Could he?




    He wondered whether this stunning collection of photographs was there less to remind Gordon of great memories than to remind Winston, and anyone else who might think they were up to the manager’s job, that they were inferior football beings. That is certainly how he felt when he looked at Gordon’s playing career. And Winston knew that though thirty-four caps may not sound a lot, Gordon’s time as a player included the years of the Second World War, prior to which the four Home Nations refused to recognize FIFA and so did not play in three World Cups, and after which Scotland chose not to compete even though technically they qualified, an act of national madness that burned inside Gordon throughout his career, and about which he had bored Winston and the rest of the coaching staff on many an away trip night out. Winston never got anywhere near an England call-up, and the biggest club he played for was a brief spell at Southampton. But a manager’s playing record for club and country surely counted for nothing when relegation was likelier than the promised top six finish. To Stan Moffitt and Co., and the club’s supporters, these photos of yesteryear were a lot less significant than the League table of today.




    He scribbled a note – ‘gaffer, give us a shout when you’re in … Mooro late again … let me know if you’re coming out for the session. RW’ – and headed back to the dressing room where all but the real laggards were now all kitted and ready to face the rain.




    ‘Right lads, out you get and just do a gentle run twice round the pitch. Mooro you lead it and no fucking about. I’ll be out once the gaffer is in.’ Jock Johnson smiled knowingly to Mooro, who shook his head, then clapped his hands together and shouted ‘OK, let’s go … last one out has to sing two verses of a Beatles song in the centre circle.’ Winston smiled at the stampede that followed, then lit himself a cigarette and folded his arms as he awaited the arrival of his boss.




    




    Despite the cold outside, with the heater full on, and his nerves starting to gnaw at him the closer he got to the Summerton Manor training ground, Charlie Gordon felt little rivulets of sweat beginning to trickle down from just below his temple, down the side of his face, then slowly into the fold of his chin. He loosened his tie, and undid the top button of his lucky matchday shirt. It hadn’t brought him much luck of late so he had put it on this morning, hoping it might help deliver a good draw in the Cup. Was there any group of people in the world, he wondered, more superstitious than footballers? Every game he ever played, he used to warm up, then get back in the dressing room, remove the laces from his boots, then replace them, left boot with his right hand, right boot with his left hand. He knew that Jock Johnson, who had read about this particular ritual in a profile of Gordon in one of the old Charles Buchan’s Soccer Gift Book annuals, now did the same. ‘Legacy,’ he snorted dismissively to himself.




    This season had been a nightmare right from the start. Home to Norwich City, and ‘an easy two points’, thought the fans and the press. Nil-nil. Away to United. Lost four-one. Two home draws, then two away defeats. Seven games before the first win of the season, then the second, but the Christmas period went badly, then suddenly it’s February and they’re in the bottom half of the table. OK, they’d just beaten Manchester City in the fifth round of the FA Cup but Gordon wondered whether Malcolm Allison had put out a weakened team so he could concentrate on the League.




    He could feel his throat tightening a bit, and he could sense his nose was about to run. He remembered that time at Aston Villa, when he was on top of the world, Player of the Season, and he had the dressing room in hysterics taking the mickey out of Villa left-back Dickie Dorsett who had just been run ragged by Charlie Mitten. ‘Hey up, Dickie,’ Gordon shouted, ‘your fucking nose was running faster than your legs today.’ His teammates laughed back then – apart from Dickie who flicked him a V sign and threw a discarded sweat-drenched shirt at him – but he wondered which of his players would be making the joke about him today. He wasn’t stupid, and nor were they.




    Wiping away the sweat forming below his Adam’s apple, he told himself it was crazy to think a shirt could help. It was more a sign of his desperation right now, he knew that. But every little helped, surely. If a superstition did no harm, then might it mean that just maybe it did some good? Win the sixth-round tie, and you’re in the semi-finals, a big moneyspinner on a neutral ground, the chance for 45,000 fans to have a great day out. Win that, and you’re in the final at ‘The Twin Towers’ of Wembley, the greatest football stadium on earth, 100,000 people, the country glued to the box; win that one and you’re talking open-topped bus tours and a town hall reception and not a ‘Gordon Out’ placard in sight. Three games for a place in history. Forget about the poor League form. Come on, Charlie, think positive, we can do this. And if we keep the Cup run going, the League results will pick up too.




    As the yellow-coated security man raised the barrier to let him into the training ground, he could see the first-team squad already out warming up, running half-heartedly around the perimeter of the main training pitch. Mooro was out front, Jock Johnson and Wally Graham alongside him. Jules Pemberton and Clutch Dyson were at the back, laughing. He looked for DD Marland, their record signing from Tottenham Hotspur. That DD was a talented footballer was not in doubt, but Gordon didn’t like his own future being so dependent on the success or otherwise of a player about whom he continued to have doubts, and whose transfer fee and salary were yet to be matched consistently by performance. He parked up to get a better look at his squad as they jogged. Marland was at the far side of the group, ostentatiously alone like the ‘big-time Charlie’ he was, looking like he would rather be anywhere else. And there was Nuts, as honest and hard-working a player as you could ever hope to find, and he was having to drop him to make way for the chairman’s pet signing.




    There was no sign of Ronnie Winston. He had sent the players out with George Brady and Charlie Sinclair, first-team trainer and kitman cum general factotum respectively, who were laying out cones and sorting bibs into piles. Doubtless Winston would be waiting inside, ostensibly to discuss the training session, in reality to emphasize that Gordon was late in, and make him feel even worse. He thought about inventing a medical appointment, but worried Winston would see that as an added vulnerability to exploit.




    




    That he was feeling vulnerable, on so many levels, was not in doubt. It’s why his mother kept floating into his mind. ‘Charles,’ she used to say to him, ‘we can live our lives for seventy-odd years, but you’ll only have three life-changing moments.’ She recollected her three: when she first met his dad; when Charlie was born; and when his dad was killed in the Fallin Colliery explosion in 1934. Her lifetime-trilogy all involved a father he didn’t really know.




    So what were his three? Signing as a professional with Rangers in 1940? Marrying Florence in 1945? But no, that was all over, so how can you count that? Maybe it was his dad dying? Or his mum. Or was it becoming a manager? Maybe, just as all of his mum’s were about his dad, all of his were about football. Signing pro? His first Scottish cap? Becoming a manager? No, there was no doubt at all about his biggest one. It was an event from which, even if the pain did not come in the giant waves it used to, he would never fully recover. Losing his daughter.




    So much for positive thinking.




    He parked in his usual spot, tapped the bottle inside his jacket, once again resisted the urge, and felt better for it, rewarding himself with a triumphant little smile. Fifty-one was not old to be a manager, he said to himself, finding from somewhere a sudden burst of energy as he grabbed his bag from the passenger seat and got out of the car. The thing is, it has nothing to do with age. It is all about whether people think you’re doing a good job. And there is only one metric that counts. Points. Age didn’t matter. Manners didn’t matter. How you dressed didn’t matter. Your relations with the press didn’t matter. The state of your marriage didn’t matter. Religion didn’t matter (outside Glasgow maybe). Your place in the League table was the only thing that mattered. Stay high, and you stay put. Fall low, and you’re in trouble, and youth becomes more attractive as an option. It was no different to the phrase that kept popping from the mouths of Labour politicians as they fought to oust Ted Heath and his Conservatives … ‘time for a change …’ It was the obvious response to failure, and he was failing right now, way worse than Heath, even if the Prime Minister’s problems might seem more serious, what with the economy on the slide and the IRA on the rampage. Politicians can argue about the stats in a way that football managers can’t. A defeat is a defeat and he had had too many. That’s why the players were winding back on the respect and Ronnie Winston was winding up on the ambition. It went with results. Get the team to the top of the table and you can drink three bottles of whisky a day and nobody bats an eyelid.




    Winston was hovering outside the first-team dressing room.




    ‘Give me two minutes, Ronnie,’ he shouted amiably down the corridor. ‘Just going for a quick pee and I’m with you.’




    ‘OK, gaffer.’ Was Gordon being paranoid in detecting a whiff of irony in the deadpan manner with which Winston said the word ‘gaffer’?




    He dumped his bag on the floor, went to the bathroom to splash cold water on his face, dried himself, then sat briefly at his desk to collect his thoughts. He had to be careful not to signal his worry about Ronnie Winston to the man himself. He felt the rest of his coaching and support staff were on his side, still giving their all for him, still believed he had what it took. But Winston, not him. He was lying in wait, for sure. He really had to watch him, knowing however that if he made it too obvious he was worried about him taking his job, it would be like the common cold – inevitable because you’re thinking about it too much.




    At least he still had his playing reputation to fall back on. That counted for something in football, surely, didn’t it? Or was he kidding himself about that too? Of course the players would look and sound impressed when he talked them through the photos on the wall, and gasp in awe at the kind of crowds today’s footballers could only dream of – over 115,000 at one of those Scotland games – but deep down, were they acting impressed because they were genuinely impressed, or because he was, for now, the gaffer? If a picture of Ronnie Winston’s promotion-winning Bradford City side was up there, replacing Gordon in a Villa shirt holding the FA Cup aloft, would they feign the same level of respect and admiration for such lesser deeds?




    ‘You coming, gaffer?’ he heard Winston shout down the corridor. ‘They’re getting restless out there.’




    ‘One minute.’ He opened the drawer, took out the bottle of Scotch, quietly opened it, and just as quietly took a small, comforting sip, before putting the bottle away, and taking a handful of mints from the bowl in front of him, popping one into his mouth, and the others into his pocket. Hurriedly, he changed into a tracksuit and boots, threw on a club-crested training coat and a Rangers bobble hat, and headed out.




    ‘Right, Ronnie,’ he shouted, ‘let’s go.’




    ‘You coming out to do the session, yeah?’




    ‘Aye.’




    ‘That’s good.’




    ‘Hope so, eh?’


  




  

    3




    TRAINING




    Willie Buchanan waited until the first-team session was well under way, double-checked that Charlie Gordon was out there with them, then sneaked into the manager’s office to make a phone call. He knew that Catriona would be at work now, and though they had spoken last night, when he had called her from a phone box close to his digs, he was missing her, and missing home so much, that he was close to giving up.




    It was a sign of just how desperately he wanted to hear Catriona’s voice that he was prepared to risk being caught at the manager’s desk, using his phone. He knew he would have to be brief. He also knew, after another fretful night behind him, that he was getting ever closer to breaking point.




    Catriona worked in the accounts department of a new four-star hotel that had been built to meet the needs of the army of oilmen who had been attracted to Aberdeen by the discovery of oil in the North Sea. As a colleague went to find Catriona for him, he felt his heart rate rising, out of excitement that soon he would be speaking to her, and out of fear that Charlie Gordon could walk in on him at any moment. He would say he had heard it ringing, and thought it might be important.




    ‘Willie, what’s wrong?’




    ‘Nothing. I just wanted to speak to you.’




    ‘Och, you had me worried there. You’ve never called me during the morning before, apart from weekends.’




    ‘Yeah, well, I am missing you.’




    ‘What, even more than last night?’




    ‘Even more than last night.’




    There was a pause, and he sensed that perhaps she was with company, and so couldn’t talk freely.




    ‘Are you not training?’




    ‘Not yet. I have to do all the chores first, then clear up after the first team finishes, then we’ll train this afternoon.’




    ‘So that is something to look forward to, eh?’




    ‘Aye, I guess it is, but there is hell to go through before that, believe me.’




    ‘Hell? What on earth are you talking about, Willie?’




    This time it was his turn to pause the conversation as he heard footsteps outside. He got ready to end the call and make his excuse for being in there, but then saw two of his fellow apprentices rush by in the corridor.




    ‘Panic over. I thought the manager was coming.’




    ‘Willie, can you tell me what is going on? You’ve got me worried.’




    ‘It’s a guy called David Brown,’ he said. ‘He’s making my life hell.’




    ‘Who’s he?’




    ‘He’s a player in the first team, and I don’t know why, but he just has it in for me.’




    ‘Can you not tell the manager about him?’




    ‘Everyone just seems to think it’s normal, that the top players pick on the kids and then one day we will be players and we do the same.’




    ‘Well, I hope you will not, Willie.’




    ‘Of course I won’t. But I am not sure I can deal with this.’




    There was another long pause, then Catriona’s voice became sterner. ‘Willie, you have been given the chance of a lifetime. You have to take the rough with the smooth.’




    ‘This is rough, Catriona, believe me.’




    ‘You can handle it, I know you can.’ She then whispered, ‘Now listen, I have to go, my boss is here, I can’t do personal calls at work. Phone me tonight, and dig in. You’ll be fine.’




    He replaced the receiver as quietly as he could and walked to the door, stopping to study a remarkable photograph of Charlie Gordon heading the ball off the line in a game for Scotland against Sweden at Hampden Park. What was remarkable was the sea of cloth-capped humanity in the background. Had Gordon, he wondered, ever been the victim of the kind of bullying to which he had been subjected since moving down from Aberdeen? But no, look at him. Tall and strong, whereas Willie was tiny, even for a footballer. Small, quiet, young, homesick and Scottish – could David Brown ever have dreamed of a better target for his bullying?




    He’d signed at the beginning of the season as one of seven apprentices. The train journey south was only his third trip out of Scotland. It was a journey that just seemed to go on and on, with two changes of train, and with every hour that passed his doubts about whether he was making the right move had grown. When he finally arrived, there was no one to greet him, he’d simply been told, ‘Jump into a taxi, ask for 48 Parrish Drive, get a receipt and bill it to the club.’




    At just after midnight he knocked on the door of the spooky old house and Mavis Archibald was there to greet him. The old place was warm and friendly though smelling a little musty, but Mavis was happy to make him a cup of tea, have a brief chat and then show him to his room.




    When he awoke the next morning the train journey was long forgotten and all he could think about was football. He couldn’t wait to get to the club and meet his new teammates and mix with some of the well-known star players.




    His hero was a fellow Scot, Eddie Gray of Leeds United, and like Gray he could do things with a football that few others could even think about. Willie’s ball control was what had first alerted scouts from most of the big clubs to his talent. But also his movement was delicate and instinctive, and though he was small and slight his stamina was exceptional. He could run, tackle and score goals with either foot and he was also a good header of the ball, so the coaches saw his potential as limitless. He was even being compared with another Scot now at the other end of his career, Willie Morgan, who spent eight years with Burnley and was into his third season with Manchester United. Willie Buchanan’s legs were like two white matchsticks, the way he wore his shorts making it look like he was wearing a nappy. He was seventeen but looked fourteen. Then someone would throw him a ball and he looked thirty. Once he had it at his feet no one could take it off him. That’s when the laughing stopped and the admiration and amazement grew.




    But all that was months ago and now he was simply trying to find his way at the club, and his game was starting to crumble under the unexpected dressing room pressure from people like David Brown. Brown saw nothing wrong in what he did. He had shrugged it off back in his day; why couldn’t today’s kids do the same?




    Gordon had told the Scottish papers that he knew they were lucky to have landed young Buchanan when Spurs, Arsenal, Liverpool and Preston had all been trying. He was a real star in the making, and had chosen this club partly because Charlie Gordon was a Scot, and he had travelled north to see the young starlet and his family face to face; but also because of the club’s reputation for bringing on young players. But nobody had warned him about the sarcasm, the stitch-ups and the dressing room banter and bullying he would have to endure.




    The pressure was so immense he cried himself to sleep some nights, and he couldn’t believe how much he missed Catriona. They’d met at school when he was fourteen, she was his first and only girlfriend, they were near neighbours, and though she had been supportive of him moving south, he was beginning to realize how much he had counted on her to get him this far. But he had meant it when he said he was worried he was reaching breaking point. He really wasn’t sure he could take much more of David Brown, or the way the other players just looked the other way. If things didn’t improve by the weekend, he would tell Catriona this evening, he was jumping on a train back home to Aberdeen and never coming back to this godforsaken place. He was sure Celtic or Rangers would both have him, and if they didn’t, Aberdeen definitely would. If he was as good as everyone said he was, he would never be short of a club to play for.




    




    They still know who’s boss, Gordon said to himself, as he and Ronnie Winston strode towards the first-team squad, now running through routine drills under George Brady’s direction. The players nudged each other and looked over approvingly on seeing him emerge onto the pitch. He could feel Winston shrinking a little alongside him.




    ‘OK lads, gather round, will you?’ He asked Charlie Sinclair, his namesake loyalist, for a bottle of water and took a few gulps before throwing the bottle to the ground between his feet.




    ‘Now, before we get going … Light training today, and no tackling. I don’t want any more stupid fucking injuries. And stock up on Vitamin C after. It’s cold and flu season. I don’t want any of you catching it.’ The irony of the loud sniff that followed was lost on none of them.




    ‘Secondly, I want you all to give yourselves a fucking big round of applause.’ Gordon clapped his hands loudly together, once, twice, then on the third clap his backroom team followed suit, then slowly the players joined in, several laughing as they did so. As the applause died down, once again led by Gordon, now holding his hands together in front of his waist, he said: ‘That was for Saturday. You did well, and I was proud of every one of you. Man City away in the Cup … not many teams come away from there with a two-nil win. And for any of you who read in the papers how lucky we were, fuck the papers, they know nothing … you make your own luck in this game. So City hit the bar a couple of times … well, last time I checked the bar doesn’t count the same as the net when it comes to totting up goals … So they had twice as much of the ball as we did … only twice as much? It felt like more where I was sat.’ On cue, the brighter of the players laughed. ‘And that is why we are going to work on counter-attack today … because I’ll tell you something … when we have a goalie as good as Jock, a defence as tight as the one Mooro marshalled on Saturday, a midfield that gets up and down that pitch like a fucking yoyo on steroids, and strikers as good as Jules and DD and Nuts, we can take on anyone.




    ‘Now the League is the main thing, we know that, but we are going to enjoy this Cup run, and we are going to take the success of Saturday’s win into the games in the League. And finally, I want you all in my office later so we can listen to the Cup draw together, as a team. OK?’




    ‘Is it the Cup draw?’ asked Frank ‘Dipper’ Temple.




    ‘For fuck’s sake, Dipper, where have you been? Do you ever read papers or watch the telly?’ said Jock.




    ‘Who’ve we got?’




    ‘That is the fuckin’ point of what the gaffer just said. In his office for the draw to find out.’




    ‘OK, keep your hair on, baldy.’




    Gordon let Winston take most of the session, in which they went over the same four moves again and again … ‘One more time, Ronnie, one more time, I want this one absolutely hammered into every fucking brain cell.’ He stood on the touchline, hands deep in furry pockets, shouting encouragement and criticism in equal measure. ‘Good lad, good lad … that’s a ball … good lad … oh for Christ’s sake Mooro, you’re not with fuckin’ Hartlepool now … better, good … oh Jesus help me, Killer, tuck in, tuck in … better, boy, better … what the fucking hell was that …’




    He’d felt it important to be out there today. Perhaps his closest ally at the club these days was his head physio Ralph ‘Magic’ Rowland, who had tipped him off that some of the players had taken to calling him the Invisible Man. He could hardly blame them; some weeks he didn’t see them between Monday, when he gathered them for the post-match inquests, and then Friday and Saturday, when he’d go through tactics and his pre-match team talk. No wonder Winston was moving in.




    The players seemed a lot chirpier with him out there for the whole of the session, and as they trooped in to get showered and changed before lunch, the mood had lifted a little, Gordon’s included. Athletes were always happier after their bodies had been worked hard.




    




    A 1970s football club dressing room, like a hospital, had a smell all of its own, a combination of Dubbin, boot polish, wintergreen, Sunlight soap and sweat, making Mooro’s Paco Rabanne incongruous.




    Players who had come from other clubs around the country saw Summerton Manor as one of the better training grounds. Only DD Marland, constantly seeking to make claims for the superiority of the south over the north, seemed determined to view it as a dump, even though his former Tottenham teammate Dipper Temple had told anyone who would listen that Summerton was better than what they had at Spurs. The previous chairman had purchased the seventy-acre site for a song ten years earlier and it had been turned into the closest thing England had to a footballer factory, an assembly-line production, followed by a conveyor-belt sale, of young players to big-city clubs. It kept the club afloat, especially as crowds had fallen in recent months. It was a battery farm, scouts finding the kids, then the club developing them (or junking them) as they progressed from school team to B team, to A team, to reserves; a few were then finally elevated to the first team and a professional football career secured. The rest were either laid off or, more likely, sold. It was a pretty good business model, for which Stan Moffitt and Matthew Stock vied to take the credit.




    As for the ones who made it to the first team, the perception was that they were made for life. In reality, they had an average of about seven years as a professional player and there were many obstacles to success along the way. A loss of form; loss of speed; loss of favour; a serious injury or illness; or on occasions self-inflicted problems would soon open the door for the new players queuing to take their place. Gambling and drink problems were commonplace especially for those nearing the end of their career and certainly for those who had actually reached the end.




    At thirty-four, Jinkie Jones was the second oldest player in the squad after goalkeeper Jock Johnson, and had played in the First Division for thirteen years, the last six here. Jinkie, one of the brighter ones, would say to the young players, ‘Enjoy it while it lasts, because this is the best life anyone can have, and it will be gone before you know it.’ He knew he would be lucky to get his contract renewed at the end of the season. He had no idea what he wanted to do when his playing days were over; he’d decided to worry about that when it happened.




    This was in stark contrast to Morgan ‘Taffy’ Rees, who intended either to stay in the game as a coach, having taken his FA coaching badges, or join his father-in-law’s business back in Wales. He’d also methodically put some of his earnings away for the rainy days that might follow his retirement if he failed to make it as a coach. Very few players had the foresight to do that. They lived for the moment, and thought this life would never end. He knew it would.




    Unlike Dipper, mocked mercilessly for not knowing the Cup draw was today, Taffy Rees was considered something of an intellectual by his teammates. He often had his head in The Times, and not the sports pages either. He was one of maybe just two players who had an interest in politics, and had an uncle who was a Labour MP, Merlyn Rees, the shadow Northern Ireland Secretary. He’d chatted to him at a family gathering only last Sunday about all the bombs going off in London. He’d warned the family that if Labour won the election, and he was made Northern Ireland Secretary, then the next time he saw them the sniffer dogs would have to come ahead of him, and he’d have twenty-four-hour police protection. Taffy thought it sounded exciting, but he could tell his uncle was a bit anxious about the whole thing.




    In recent weeks Taffy had been trying to get a bit of political debate going in advance of the election, but with the exception of Walter Graham – nickname the Prof because he was always reading books – the debate never got much beyond why Ted Heath wasn’t married, whether Harold Wilson wore his Gannex coat in bed, and – above all – what the outcome meant for income tax levels. Every week Taffy had his local Welsh language paper posted to him. Because he played for the club, there were regular reports of their matches, and he would have a lot of fun translating the reports, but embellishing them to suit himself.




    ‘What’s it say about me, Taffy?’ Clutch Dyson would ask.




    ‘Says you looked off the pace, your touch was shit and your arse is fat.’




    ‘You lying bastard.’




    ‘I’m telling you it does,’ and he would read it out in Welsh, then happily mistranslate. ‘As last week, Taffy Rees was again man of the match, and must feel badly let down by his less-skilful teammates, who may have more energy in their legs, but have a lot less between their ears when it comes to understanding the game.’




    ‘Who writes this shit?’




    ‘He used to play for Wrexham and Wales.’




    ‘Fucking sheep shagger,’ said Clutch.




    ‘Yeah, it’s a rugby country is Wales,’ joined in Jock Johnson. ‘They know nothing about football.’




    ‘And fucking Scotland does?’ asked Rees.




    ‘Try telling the gaffer we don’t,’ retorted Jock.




    ‘Have they got that story about the sex-mad Welsh farmer in there?’ asked Graham ‘Smudger’ Smith.




    ‘What story would that be?’ asked Taffy, despite knowing he was setting himself up for the punchline.




    ‘He died in his sheep,’ said Smudger, prompting hysterics from some, shakes of the head from others.




    There was never a day, let alone an hour, that wasn’t peppered with this kind of dressing room banter. Most outsiders would just turn away, thinking they were among a bunch of overgrown kids. If you drove it out – even if you could – Charlie Gordon believed you wouldn’t be able to build the team spirit you need to win at the top level. These guys have to gel together, and humour and fun are in their own way just as important as fitness and skill. It was also a test of psychological strength, so important to sporting success. Some players couldn’t handle football’s psychological demands and used it as an excuse for not making it, saying, It wasn’t my fault, I was a great player but my face didn’t fit … The real reason, if they were being honest with themselves, was that they just couldn’t hack it, either on or off the field.




    A dressing room, Gordon reflected, was the sanctuary for a group of fantastically fit, comparatively wealthy, sexually driven and often poorly educated, sometimes even stupid and immature young men, all spending every day – and some nights – together, nine months of the year. When Jinkie was at Cardiff City before coming here, his nickname there was ‘Brains’ because he had two O-levels. In football he was a rarity.




    




    As the laughter at Smudger’s joke subsided, left-half David Brown shouted across the dressing room through the still-open door, so that his voice echoed down the corridor.




    ‘Young’un! Young’un!!!’ It was one of the young apprentices who he was targeting. ‘Buchanan, get your arse in here now.’




    Brown knew that Willie Buchanan would be in the boot room with another couple of apprentices checking the rows of boots that hung from the pegs on the walls, and waiting to clean the full-time professionals’ boots after this morning’s training session. An apprentice’s life, once you took away the coaching, training and playing, was a dog’s life. There were rituals they had to perform, countless tasks to complete for the senior players, errands to run; and for some, horrific humiliations to endure. For the new arrivals, some little more than children, there was next to no preparation for what to expect and in every dressing room there were always established players who thought nothing of making an apprentice’s life a misery. David Brown was one of the worst offenders. He had been abused as an apprentice when he was at Manchester City, so he passed it all on.




    ‘Go easy on the lad,’ Jock Johnson suggested as Brown called in Buchanan for his latest humiliation.




    ‘Oh, get the Jocks all sticking up for each other. If you don’t like it, you can always fuck off back over Hadrian’s Wall.’




    ‘I just said go easy on the lad.’




    ‘A bit of stick from the pros never harmed me, and it won’t harm him,’ he replied in his thick Scouse accent.




    ‘Yooouunng’uunnnnn!’ Brown’s voice grew louder the more he picked up on his teammate’s disapproval.




    One of the tasks Charlie Gordon had given to Buchanan was responsibility for kit in the first-team dressing room. In addition to looking after the boots, that entailed putting out the training kit before the players arrived, collecting it after they had finished training, then sending it to the club laundry and getting any repairs done quickly. It meant he had to arrive at Summerton Manor at 8 a.m. every morning and he was lucky to get away before four in the afternoon. The only part of the day for which he retained any pleasure at all was the two or three hours in the late morning and early afternoon when he trained with Ronnie Winston, who often doubled up as youth-team coach. When he was playing or training, he felt alive. For the rest, it was a misery. Gordon had told him that dealing with the first team’s kit was a superior position to the ones he gave to the other apprentices, like mowing the pitches or sweeping the terraces at the stadium, but he hated it. Because of that, and especially because of Brown, he was beginning to hate everybody associated with the club.




    But this was exactly what manager Charlie Gordon had expected; if Willie Buchanan was going to make it as a professional footballer he had to learn to swim – so Gordon had thrown him in at the deep end. Buchanan needed to understand and accept life in the dressing room as it was and as it always had been; it was a crazy game, which needed tough people to play it well. The rigours and the taunting were character building, part of the apprenticeship.




    ‘Younnnnnnnnnng’unnnnnnnnn!!!!!! How many times do I have to shout for that little Scottish twat?’




    After finally getting the message from Charlie Sinclair that Brown was calling for him, Willie sprinted down the corridor, arriving in the first-team dressing room out of breath, and quickly explained, ‘Sorry Brownie, I was looking for some socks for Mooro.’




    David Brown froze for a moment, stood upright, put his hands on his hips and peered down at Willie.




    ‘Sorry, what did you say?’




    ‘I said I was looking for socks for Mooro.’




    ‘I thought you said that. I thought you called me Brownie. Fucking Brownie … some socks for fucking Mooro! Who the fuck are Brownie and Mooro, you little Scottish shit? From now on it’s Mr Brown and Mr fucking Moore and when you’ve won six fucking Scottish caps, which combined are worth one English cap whatever the gaffer tells you, you can then start to call us Brownie and Mooro. Is that crystal fucking clear, Willio?’




    David Brown stood almost a foot taller than Willie, who felt humiliated and scared. ‘Yes, Mr Brown, I’m very sorry. Won’t make that mistake again. What is it that you want?’




    David Brown appeared to calm down as he sat below his peg. He knew that all the players were watching him, so the theatre began. He knew his part well.




    ‘OK, young’un, now I’ve got a question for you. What the bloody hell is this on my fingers?’ Brown held out his hands in front of him like a schoolboy waiting to have them checked by the teacher.




    Willie’s heart sank when he looked closely and saw the thick black stains.




    ‘Looks like black boot polish to me, Mr Brown.’ He’d no idea how the boot polish had got there but sensed he was about to get the blame.




    ‘Egg-fucking-zackerly, Mr fucking Jocko. And can I ask where you think it came from?’




    The other players, used to Brownie’s sarcastic rants, now continued with their own changing routine, quietly chatting away, all knowing what the outcome would be. Young Willie Buchanan hadn’t experienced anxiety like this before; he wasn’t sure what he’d done wrong or what he could do about it. He sensed that Brown’s previous bullying antics had been but a warm-up to this.




    ‘Has it come off your boots, Mr Brown?’




    ‘Not a bad guess, Mr Sherlock fucking Buchanan, but you are about two inches out. This black shoe polish has come off the laces, not the bloody boots. So don’t ever again put my boots out before checking that the bleeding laces are clean, is that fucking crystal?’ Willie nodded. Brown tapped his cheeks. Willie turned to leave.




    ‘Oi! Where are you going, Buchanan? I haven’t finished.’




    Willie, who thought he had got away lightly, turned and faced the second barrage from David Brown full-on.




    ‘So who cleaned my boots, Willio? Who left black polish on my fucking laces so now it is all over my fucking hands?’




    Willie was shaking now. He was trapped: he could either say he didn’t know, which wasn’t true; or say that he did, which meant squealing on Charlie Sinclair.




    ‘Er, we have a rota for the boots, Mr Brown.’




    ‘Do you now, Mr Buchanan? And whose job was it on the row-ta yesterday?’




    Buchanan stood silent. Brown grabbed his ears and began to twist them.




    ‘I’ll find out, so you may as well fucking tell me. Was it you?’




    ‘No, Mr Brown.’




    ‘So who the fuck was it? Who was on the row-ta for boot-cleaning yesterday?’




    ‘Sorry Mr Brown, it must have been Charlie Sinclair, I think.’




    He couldn’t have said anything worse. He heard three or four of the players audibly tut-tutting. Charlie Sinclair was everybody’s favourite, a club player in the 1920s and 1930s, and then trainer, then kitman and now at seventy-two he just wanted to stay in touch with a club that meant so much to him. He even lived in club digs, like the apprentices. Everybody loved Charlie Sinclair.




    ‘OK, Mr Buchanan, so now I know the real culprit, it’s Charlie Sinclair. This is what I want you to do. First, pick up that phone and dial 201 and say this:




    ‘“Charlie, get a fucking duster and get your lazy, fat arse down to the first-team dressing room sharpish and clean Mr Brown’s fucking boots and in future make sure there’s no black polish on his fucking laces.”’




    Brown paused, stared at Willie hard and then continued with his face pressed close to the young player’s nose.




    ‘And be sure you repeat what I said word for fucking word … and press that button that says “speaker” so we can all hear you.’




    ‘Come on, Brownie, enough,’ said Jock Johnson.




    ‘Almost done, Jock,’ he whispered. ‘Your fellow Jocko here needs to learn a few lessons if he is going to swim with the big boys.’




    The dressing room conversations had now quietened. Unlike Willie, most knew where the story was going. He tentatively picked up the dressing room phone, pressed speaker, dialled 201 and said as forcefully as his young, wavering Scottish voice could …




    ‘Charlie?’




    ‘Yep.’




    ‘Er, get a duster and get your fat, lazy fucking arse down into the first-team dressing room and clean David Brown’s fucking boots. And in future will you please make sure there’s no fucking black polish on his laces.’




    By now, a number of the players had turned to face their pegs and started to hang up their clothes or rearrange their shoes so that Willie couldn’t see their faces collapsing in laughter.




    ‘Who is this?’ said a gruff voice that was not, Willie realized instantly, Charlie Sinclair’s, but Charlie Gordon’s.




    Answering for him, Brown faked a Scottish accent and said, ‘It’s Willie fucking Buchanan – why, who’s that?’




    ‘You know full well who it is, it’s the manager; you get yourself up here straight away.’




    Willie wanted to throw up. He felt like crying. And all around him grown men were laughing and patting David Brown on the back. Only Jinkie Jones, he felt, Jock Johnson, Wally Graham and Frank Temple were looking on with a little sympathy, shaking their heads and tutting, Temple mouthing the words ‘Scouse wanker’ to his teammate across the way. Taffy Rees, on the other hand, was laughing so much he said he was worried he would piss himself.




    These were grown men, Willie thought to himself, senior players. Several were married, with young kids. They were football stars, the kind of people he had looked up to, until he met them; last night one of them was interviewed live on TV, and now he was rolling around the floor, on his back, holding his stomach. Tommy Dyson started to chant, ‘Got-ya, got-ya, got-ya,’ and everybody seemed to join in. Willie stood there, still holding the phone, more determined than ever to get home as soon as he could, as early as today if he could get a train ticket.




    David Brown jumped naked onto the top of the massage table, cast an imaginary fishing line into the dressing room and pretended to reel in a big fish.




    ‘I’ve landed one, move me to the top of the list, I’ve landed a fucking monnnnsssstttttterrrrrr!!!!!!’




    Graham Smith, often David Brown’s partner in crime, was quick to join the party. ‘Brownie,’ he shouted, ‘what a belter, hook, line and fucking sinker. You had him in the palm of your hand – what a great got-ya!’




    It was now team captain Mooro who took pity on Willie, thinking possibly that this particular prank had gone just that bit too far, and he suggested to him that he’d better get himself along to the boss’s office. Willie did as he was told and left the room as a fresh wave of laughter unleashed behind him. Outside in the corridor he was close to tears but at the same time felt a deep rage. There was no way, no matter how stern Catriona got with him, that he was staying in this place.




    He made his way to Gordon’s office door and knocked. There was no reply but he could hear the manager was on the phone he had been using earlier so he waited patiently but at the same time apprehensive of the bollocking he expected to receive.




    Inside, Charlie Gordon ended the call and Willie knocked again. No reply. Yet he knew he was in there. Was this all part of the same prank, he wondered? Was Gordon, one of the legends of Scottish football, no better than those English arseholes who had just tried to destroy him? Willie sat outside in the corridor on one of the two wooden spindle-backed chairs, one each side of the door. He noticed that one of the chairs had the initials NB carved into the armrest.




    Eventually, he heard footsteps behind the door. He stood as it opened and Charlie Gordon filled the frame.




    ‘Come in, son,’ he said, neither friendly nor unfriendly.




    Willie followed in behind his manager.




    Although they were both from Scotland, even the words come in son underlined just how different this tough West of Scotland manager was to the young, softly spoken Aberdonian boy he was trying to shape into a man.




    He closed the door behind him and followed Gordon’s nodded instruction to sit in the worn leather chair with curved wooden arms in front of the manager’s desk. Gordon then made him wait a while as he finished reading through a scouting report; he could just make out the words ‘Leeds United’ scribbled on the front cover. Willie glanced around the office, thinking how much more trouble he would be in if Gordon knew he had been there earlier, borrowing his phone. He felt a little comforted to see the framed Scotland shirts amid the sepia photographs he had been studying earlier, of Gordon in his playing days. As he ran his fingers over the arm of the chair he wondered who NB was, as he noted the initials again carved into the wood on the front of the manager’s desk.




    Charlie Gordon finally pushed his report to one side and looked up at his young fellow Scot who was sitting there like a schoolboy waiting for a caning. Willie decided to get in ahead of him.




    ‘Boss, I am so sorry. I didn’t know 201—’




    But Gordon had other ideas. He was an experienced manager and he knew just what to say and how to say it. He had to do what he could to settle this young man down, to get him to realize that this was all part of his football education; that it might well seem cruel and heartless, but it had gone on long before any of those old photos were taken, would continue to do so, and no one could stop it.




    ‘Woah, young Willie, no need to apologize, my son. I know the score.’




    ‘But—’




    ‘No buts. You were set up … was it Brownie?’




    Willie had learned his lesson about grassing.




    ‘I’d rather not say.’




    ‘Good lad. Right, now you forget all about it. But learn from it. It’s stupid, right, but you just have got to get used to the dressing room banter. I’m afraid it is all part of being a professional footballer. You have to learn how to handle it.’




    Willie nodded.




    ‘Tell me,’ Gordon went on, ‘no names no pack drill – I know it was Brownie by the way, it is his party piece – but they didn’t all join in the piss-taking, did they?’




    Willie thought of Jinkie and Jock, Mooro who had brought the thing to an end, and Dipper who had just sat on his chair shaking his head. ‘No, sir.’




    ‘OK. That’s a start. You know they might be minded to look after you, or to be a bit more serious than the Brownies of this world. You’re a serious lad, I can see that. You want to do well. You want to make it here.’




    ‘But—’ Willie was desperate to tell Gordon he was heading home.




    ‘Hear me out, son. Some of these players are stupid. Some of them are hard. A lot of them are nice deep down. But they are all experienced first-team players and every one of them – especially the midfielders and the wingers and the forwards – they want you to fail.’




    Willie looked taken aback by that one.




    ‘Think about it, son. They’ve seen you training. They know what you can do. You’ve more skill in your big toe than Brownie has in his whole fucking right foot. So work it out for yourself: there are eleven players in Saturday’s team and if you make it into the squad, it means one of them is on his way out. It’s nothing personal, it’s just a numbers game.




    ‘How old are you, son?’




    ‘Seventeen. Just.’




    ‘Can you imagine being thirty-four?’




    ‘I don’t know, boss.’




    ‘Well when you are, you’ll feel like some of them are feeling right now. When some kid who hasn’t even been born yet suddenly arrives out of nowhere, and people start to say “Oh, there’s the new Willie Buchanan,” what are you going to feel?’




    Willie nodded, silently, but then surprised himself.




    ‘I’d train harder,’ he answered. ‘I’d work harder. I’d fight for my place.’




    ‘Good lad, good lad. But you’ll have spent seventeen years in dressing rooms by then. You might just decide to make the little fucker’s life a misery, mightn’t you?’




    ‘I hope not.’




    Gordon sat back in his chair, and smiled.




    ‘I wish I was your age, Willie. And I wish I had been half as talented. But can I tell you a little story? I was an apprentice once. I was at Rangers. And if you think Brownie is bad … in my day if any apprentice made a mistake they had their balls painted with whitewash and they’d be chased naked round the ground in the pouring rain. I’ve seen apprentices have their heads pushed down a toilet then taken out and hosed down with freezing water, when it’s snowing, then locked out without their clothes.’




    ‘So you’re saying I got off lightly?’




    ‘I’m saying it’s always happened, it always will, but actually it is getting better. But I’m also saying you need to understand why they are doing it. It’s envy in all this especially in your case because you’ve got such talent. You’ve trained with the senior players, when we do the eleven against eleven in the final session before a match, right?’




    ‘Yes, boss.’




    ‘And how was that for you?’




    ‘Good.’




    ‘Too right it was good. You ran rings round some of them. And the five-a-sides, do you enjoy that?’




    ‘I do, yes, I do.’




    ‘And do you think Tommy Dyson enjoyed it when you nutmegged him last Wednesday?’




    ‘I didn’t know you were there, boss?’




    ‘I wasn’t but I hear what goes on, son. And you nutmegged a twenty-nine-year-old England A-team player and then went back and did it again. That’s some balls.’




    ‘Should I not have done it?’




    ‘Of course you should. But here is the thing, Willie. You have skill, ability, bravery in a tackle, the right attitude in training, and you’ve got mental toughness in competitive games. But experience comes only with time. And what happens off the field is just as important as what happens on it. How you handle what has just happened to you is important. Those players need to see you can play the game, all aspects of it – do you see what I’m saying?’




    Willie had been rehearsing in his mind how to tell Gordon he wanted to go home to Aberdeenshire but now, with this Scottish football legend in front of him, and his advice ringing in his ears, the words wouldn’t form on his lips. He sat in silence, and nodded slowly.




    ‘You see those pictures, Willie? You see that one there, just over the door? That’s me. Scotland against Northern Ireland, Belfast, October 1949. Do you know what the score was?’




    ‘No, boss.’




    ‘We won eight-two. Henry Morris of East Fife scored a hat-trick and because of the idiots who ran the game, he never got picked again.’




    ‘Wow.’




    ‘Yeah, wow. You see that shirt, up there? That was from our next game, Wales at home, two-nil, Linwood and McPhail. Here’s a picture of the celebrations, son. Look at that crowd, seventy-four thousand.’




    ‘Amazing.’




    ‘Have you heard of George Graham?’




    Willie thought it must be a trick question. ‘Yes of course, everyone has. Portsmouth now, ex-United, ex-Arsenal, Scottish like us.’




    ‘Correct. But you’ve not heard of the other George Graham? He had more influence on Scottish football than the one you see on the telly, son. And he was a fucking idiot.’




    ‘How so?’




    Now Gordon stood, and he led his young starlet to another picture, of Scotland and England teams lining up with a vast sea of people behind them.




    ‘What was the crowd that day, boss?’




    ‘One hundred and thirty-four thousand. Can you imagine that? One hundred and thirty-four thousand.’




    ‘My God.’




    ‘Big game. You see, because we supposedly “invented” football, the Home Nations never much liked FIFA. So we didn’t play in World Cups before the war. I could live with that. I was only sixteen when the war broke out, so I wouldn’t have made it. Then after the war FIFA were desperate to get us in. So instead of making us qualify like all the other teams in the world, they said two of the four Home Nations could go through. But George fucking Graham, he was the secretary of the Scottish FA, said Scotland would not go as runners-up of the Home Nations, only champions. England had beaten Wales too, and Northern Ireland, so this was the decider, son. There’s me there. Good team that. Cowan in goal; Young, Cox, Gordon, Woodburn, Forbes, Waddell, Moir, Bauld, Steel, Liddell. We should have won.’




    ‘Who was the manager?’




    Gordon laughed. ‘You won’t believe this. We didn’t have one. The team got picked by a committee of fucking suits like George fucking Graham.’ His mother came into his mind. ‘Sorry, son, too much swearing. But it still makes me angry, to this day.’




    ‘So you lost.’




    ‘Williams, Alf Ramsey, Aston, Billy Wright, Franklin, Dickinson, Tom Finney – bane of my life, that man – Mannion, Mortensen, Bentley and Langton. Bentley scored the only goal.’




    ‘So they went to the World Cup?’




    ‘Yep. George Young was our skipper, Billy Wright was England’s skipper, and they both begged the SFA – change your mind, for God’s sake, this is the World Cup. But Graham wouldn’t back down. Unbelievable. You’ll meet a lot of stupid people in football, Willie, but never forget George Graham. He took the prize.’




    ‘Georgie Best has never played in a World Cup.’




    ‘That’s true. But his team never qualified. Ours did, we could have gone, and a numpty in a blazer stopped us.’




    ‘What a story.’




    ‘Yep. So listen to me, son. One day, I am telling you now, you are going to be a big player. I’ll tell you something else. You see those games I played in, there is hardly any film footage of any of them. That’s why I love these pictures so much. You’re going to be a top footballer in the television age. You’re going to make a lot more money than I ever did. More important though, you are going to play for Scotland in World Cup finals. And I am going to be there. I am going to be in the stands, and I am going to share your pride when “Scotland the Brave” starts up and we’ll both have tears in our eyes.




    ‘And you’re going to remember this conversation. And you’re going to say to yourself, “I wonder if David Brown is watching on live TV right now? And I wonder if he remembers the time he pranked me and I ended up in Charlie Gordon’s office expecting to get a bollocking, and he told me one day I would be here?”’




    There was a few seconds of silence as they stood and looked at each other. The teacher and the pupil; the has-been player and the will-be; the old legend and the young pretender.




    ‘Thanks, boss. I appreciate it. I appreciate it a lot.’




    ‘So next time Brownie comes at you, you laugh it off, or you fight back.’




    He walked over, put his hand on Willie’s back, and directed him to the door.




    ‘And now, you are going to go back in that dressing room, and the players will all have got dressed in their fancy clothes, and you are going to tell them to take those fancy clothes off, because the gaffer has told you he wants all first-team players in his office for the draw, all in their club tracksuits, for a picture. OK?’




    ‘OK boss, yeah.’




    ‘And, son, when they are all in here, you take these, and you get a little bit of revenge on Brownie, and if he so much as says a word, you send him to me, like he sent you to me.’




    As if his day couldn’t get any stranger, he found Charlie Gordon handing him a pair of scissors, with the words, ‘Cut out the nipple area of his shirt, and the bollock area on his trousers. He’ll know who sent you when he finds out.’




    As Gordon had said they would be, the players were all either dressed or getting dressed when Willie returned. He made a point of speaking as he walked through the door, first clapping his hands and then whistling.




    ‘Just back from the gaffer’s office. Sorry to do this, seeing as how you’re all dressed, but he says there will be a photographer in for the Cup draw, and he wants everyone in club tracksuits. Everyone.’




    It sparked the inevitable tirade, but Willie stood his ground. ‘I am just the messenger. You lot do as he tells you, and let me get on with tidying this mess you’ve left me.’




    Once the players were changed back again, and had been led by Winston and Mooro to the manager’s office, he took the scissors Gordon had given him, found Brownie’s size ten dark brown brogues, and cut off the laces. He looked up at the peg to see Brownie’s favourite Carnaby Street shirt, all pink and yellow and green and purple, and he snipped off the buttons and then, as Gordon had suggested, scissored two large holes where his nipples would be. Then he found Brownie’s underpants, and cut out the area where his balls would hang. Then he took out a pen from the inside pocket of Brownie’s jacket, found a piece of paper in the waste bin, and scribbled a note which he left sticking from the breast pocket.




    ‘Please call extension 201 to find out who ordered this assault on your lovely clothes.’




    And with that, he walked back to the boot room, dreaming of the sound of bagpipes leading him out for his full Scottish international at Hampden Park, in a World Cup qualifier against England.
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