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Praise for Whatever Will Be, Will Be


“A book so beautiful that it finally made me understand what football means. An exceptional writer.”


— Bella Mackie


“So much more than a book about football. A book about aging, community and memory. Rich in detail and great jokes. I wish I had written it.”


— Josh Widdicombe


“Mesmerising and unputdownable, like Fever Pitch meets The Sportswriter. I commend it in the highest terms.”


— Amol Rajan
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When I was seven years old, I shut my eyes, crossed my heart and sat the future next to me like a present, waiting to be unwrapped.


It was a vision of a life, so vivid that it presented itself to me as if pure, sweet inevitability. Had I known the meaning of the word, I would have written “destiny – do not open until forty” on the box in bold, permanent marker while I waited with it patiently.


Inside the box, I am forty years old, doing what I was put on this earth to do. I am managing a football team at the very highest level. I am folding my arms on the side of a pitch, looking pensive, conferring with my assistant, who occasionally holds random fingers up in the air and signals at players. In the background at our place of work, there are stands – limbs and bobbing heads, shouting and screaming, with the smell of burger vans and smoke and stale lager and grey heavy clouds merging in the air. The senses spell football and football alone, it takes on a homely, background haze, but I cannot see any of that specifically in my current focus. You see, I am too tightly locked into the proceedings on the pitch. In front of me, as the game is halfway through the first half and still revealing itself, I witness everything in a hyper-realised aspect ratio. While my mind ticks, I might manage an appreciative glance, wave and clap at the fans while they sing my name. It’s nothing unprofessional or arrogant. It’s just a gesture to assure them the respect is mutual. Then it’s back to work. How can I explain this to mortals? I see the dimensions of a football pitch cut into highly evolved sci-fi-like squares, appearing to me while I read probabilities. Sometimes, I swear, with the footballing gods as my witnesses, I see phases of play and whole periods of possession unfold before they have even happened.


As the game intensifies, I prowl up and down my technical area, shaking my head before allowing myself a wry smile. The wry smile betrays the complex technical conversation I am having inside my head, one only I have access to. I am trying out theories in fast forward, throwing some away with a little in-joke to self as I do. It is all enacted with subtle cinematic dexterity for everyone watching. I land on a plan that, when I eventually communicate it into short, sharp, concise instructions, I will use to sculpt the course of this football match, and then the season, and maybe the future of football itself and sport as we know it. These are not my words though, these are the words of Des Lynam and Alan Hansen in the studio. (I haven’t done the maths yet that Lynam and Hansen will probably not always be doing the football television coverage and analysis in the future). Inside the unwrapped present, in 2025, I am forty and Des Lynam and Alan Hansen and everyone else in football are the same age that they were when I received the box – a timeless, blissful, football-themed Groundhog Day preserving them all. In the post-match interviews, their praise is repeated to me by an evergreen touchline reporter. I refuse to take personal credit, telling them instead to focus on my team and backroom staff before, unprompted, asking myself questions that I then answer in a bizarrely diplomatic fashion. That’s what us football managers do – we ask ourselves questions and then answer them, before asking ourselves another. Do I believe that we will still be in the mix for all trophies come the end of the season? It really isn’t for me to say, I’m just concentrating on next week, which is a huge game for everyone in and around this football club. Do I believe it’s right and proper that we approach every game as a cup final? Absolutely, yes. Is there any truth in me being approached by European giants Real Madrid? Look, there’s no chance of me leaving. I give you my word now. My demeanour softens, playfully acknowledging the camera before turning back to the interviewer. If they had got in touch, I tell you this for sure, I wouldn’t tell you. Winks back to camera.


I am gracious in victory, humble in defeat. Sometimes I wear a tracksuit pitch-side and sometimes a suit. It’s very hard to pin me down like that. I will not be pigeonholed into any genre. Such is my innovation on the pitch and off, I might even go half and half, like Bryan Robson has just done on being appointed player-manager at Middlesbrough. Suit and tie on the top half and shorts, socks and football boots on the bottom. By 2025, perhaps that will have been normalised. Maybe it’s what everyone is doing. I am happy to imagine that all of us football managers are wearing suits on our top half and football kit on our bottom half as we fly around on airborne scooters in this unwrapped version of the future. But trivial things such as aesthetics and futuristic travel practicalities aside, the burden I wear tells the world that I understand the enormity of the task at hand and that, in meeting the challenge, I can dig deep and rely upon both intuitive empathy and elite levels of competitive resilience. I set my stall out and take each game as it comes. Any player can come to my door with a problem, and I will make sure they leave unburdened, free to express themselves, to enjoy their football, to die for a cause, while I take their issue and roll it around in the holistic map of my mind before I come back with a conclusion for them. And as for all the employees of the club, I treat them with the same love that I would our top goalscorer. We are all a family here. This stuff permeates through the place.


My ambitions skipped the natural seven-year-old football fan’s dreams of being a footballer. I had played football and had broken the news to myself. I’d sat myself down and had the chat. You’re not going to make it, son. You are absolutely terrible at football. I was, in truth, quite scared of playing football. Some quirk of physical jitters had rendered me unable to kick a football with the “laces”, my only option being a very cautious pass with my instep, like a broken computer game controller with only one button accessible. Despite throwing the ball against the back of the house and heading it back at it, I had no natural physical instinct to head a ball. Why, after all, would any sane person do that? In a game situation, ball falling from the sky, everyone’s eyes searching for it, I would make sure I was far enough away from the ball to make it physically impossible for me to head it, before running back towards it as if I was desperate to get there at all costs. I always just missed it. Through sheer consistency of attendance and an ability to reel off every Premier League player in every squad, I made it into the school team, neatly shepherded away at left back, where my role required standing in a line and occasionally celebrating goals wildly that I had played no part in whatsoever. I was overwhelmed and out of my depth at under-elevens school level, let alone at some elite level, and I knew it. It was no cause for alarm. Elite management was where I was going to be.


So, my first steps into this leadership role – though inevitable – would not be the route pretty much exclusively travelled for a football manager, after an actual football career. My journey – and it was a journey – would have to be from outside. That was OK. It would be a more inspiring story when it had magicked its route there. And as a nine-year-old in 1993, there was only one accessible route into football management I had come across – play-by-mail Fantasy Football, advertised in Match magazine. It bounced off the page like a job vacancy. Pure Fantasy Football. Play by mail. Manage your own real football team alongside a network of thousands of managers across the country. One pound and seventy-five pence a week. Could I have those coins on the shelf, please, to Sellotape into a letter and send to this office in Chesterfield? My finger tapped the vacancy urgently.


Every week it would arrive, with a satisfying, substantial, hearty thud on the door mat. A very serious, thick envelope of stats and numbers and football results. I imagined a huge contraption, a heaving, spluttering, NASA-like beast of machinery that was spitting out these numbers and football results back to me, as if I had some sort of weekly communication with a mechanical footballing deity. There, I put my happiness, my entire sense of self held in its hands. Every week I fill in my team with thought and precision. Instructions and substitutions for very specific different outcomes. Man marking or zonal marking. Tactical inflections. Formation ultra-detail. I ask the postman every day, from this moment until its eventual arrival, if he has next week’s mail. I ask him as if I am expecting a letter from a loved one who is away at war. It is unbearable. A week feels like a year. Pacing the room; rocking back and forth in the foetal position; scrawling potential new ideas for next week on the wall. When the envelope eventually arrives – match result with detailed report, this week’s league, transfer lists – I tear it open like a wild, hungry animal. I then pore over all of it, turning from animal to analyst, like it is the Financial Times or something of similar compulsory adult importance. Every week, next to the league tables across the imaginary globe are the names of real people, other managers, and the phone number of each.


Every phone number is a landline – this being just before the real dawn of early mobile phones. The direct phone-to-phone aspect with other managers is going to be an important tool for me. I have been handed the unenviable challenge of bringing brighter times to Partick Thistle in Scotland. They have few resources and a squad not blessed with options. I know I’ll have to be savvy in the transfer market. And so begin months of returning home from primary school and making landline calls across the United Kingdom to complete strangers. Players are desperately sought after; hardball is played; deals are put on the table, then botched, then bartered, then rearranged. I’ll give you £1.5 million for him. In the morning, I wake up to notes by the phone in the living room on tiny pieces of yellow sticky paper. The Aberdeen manager called, my mum has scrawled, her multiple sclerosis starting to affect her handwriting, making it barely legible. He says two million and you’ve got a deal. I take the note with me. Hold it in my palm. I look at it throughout classes, scrunched in my hand, the words like a code to decipher. Is this a deal worth doing? I will have an answer by 3.30, at the end of school, I decide. Deadlines are good.


All the other senior play-by-mail managers seem to be extremely adult men. Inside every phone call is a portal to another universe. Their wife or child picks up the phone. Yes, I’ll get him, who is it please? It’s Felix White, manager of Partick Thistle. When they come to the phone, some of them speak in hushed tones, or I hear them picking up a receiver in another room, a private room. A click. A change of voice. Let’s talk transfers, but first, in future, could you just say you’re a work colleague, please, my wife doesn’t approve of the Fantasy Football stuff. No problem, I say, assuming a trustworthy voice of impeccable responsibility, affecting the seriousness of a child cold war spy, looking around the room as I do so. Let’s get this transfer sorted, and your secret is safe with me. £1.75 mill and we have a deal. Not one of the other managers ever asks my age. I do not know how many of them, if any, are also nine-year-olds pretending to be adults.


I reach the top four of the Scottish Premiership with Thistle – a remarkable achievement considering the budget and modest history of the club. When I walk around Partick – not the nine-year-old real me, but the fantasy forty-something – I can’t move for people thanking me for the job I’ve done. It really does feel like a second home here, I tell them. Other clubs have no doubt tried to lure you away, so thank you for staying, they say. Honestly, I tell them, all of that stuff is flattering, but it’s tomorrow’s chip paper, and I’ve committed to a project here that is more important to me than any personal accolades. Of course I’ll sign this for you; send my love to the family and here’s to three more points on Saturday. Slightly north of Glasgow had become a fantasy spiritual home for me, a place where I imagined an actual community thanking me for something I’d done in an alternate reality.


Buoyed by this experience and my subsequent perhaps societally concerning withdrawal into my computer and Championship Manager – mail that took a week to receive bowing to computer games that only took half an hour to load – I tentatively stepped into the real world of football management. I had recently moved schools, from one side of Wandsworth Common (Allfarthing) to another (Honeywell). We had moved house to help with my mum’s MS. She couldn’t get up and down the stairs any more. Still having ties at Allfarthing, a lightbulb hit me. I could arrange a game of football between my little brother’s class at Honeywell and my friend’s little brother’s class at Allfarthing. Me and Steven Bow arranged it all like an invitational. We were going to manage seven-year-olds and pit them against each other on a Saturday morning. Reality and fantasy clashed wildly in this exhibition match and – after receiving an angry call from a parent telling me that they were perplexed by all these team sheets their child kept bringing home in anticipation – I spent the early Saturday morning on Wandsworth Common frantically assembling a football ground out of cones and any loose items that could help mark the pitch. The parent had also informed me that they had phoned the houses of the players supposedly playing in this game, and the information had not been passed on to any of the other parents. I had overlooked a lot of the admin of football management. The other team were much better organised, with their parents turning up to see their children and a rough footballing system in place, whereas I, panicked and crestfallen, scrambled last minute to arrange my squad making the game. We were out of our depth before the game even began. I lost count at 15-0 and, having to referee as well as manage, I completely lost control of the game, the same parent coming over to me after the loss, looking disappointed and saying to me, “This is going to destroy them, Felix.” In hindsight, I’m not sure it did. I think it didn’t matter anywhere near enough to any of them to destroy them. But it did, in its own way, destroy me. If it was this hard to manage at this level, if the actual world of real management was so brutal and confusing and full of logistical nightmares, how would I ever actually manage Partick Thistle successfully? I left embarrassed and ashamed, dimming my memory of it, pushing it into the unspoken, unprocessed depths of my stomach.


Sheffield Wednesday played Sheffield United in the FA Cup semi-final that year, both teams appearing in Roy-of-the-Rovers-ish Technicolor at Wembley. I had as much connection to Sheffield as I did to Partick – absolutely none whatsoever – and yet, for whatever reason, something about this game spoke to me extremely directly. One side of the city, Wednesday, in blue and white stripes and the other, United, in red and white. It was a very succinct, simple explanation of rivalry and geography and the meaning of football. Tottenham had been beaten the day before by Arsenal, a North London derby that also gave a neat storyboarding to the whole thing. In the opening minutes of the semi-final, Chris Waddle – long-sleeved, tall and thin, collar half upturned – lined up a free-kick seemingly miles away. Everything looked further away at Wembley. The crowd from the game. The space between players. The general distance of the pitch. It all appeared, even from the television, to be elasticated and warped and more daunting. Waddle, marked in difference by his long-sleeved shirt, runs towards the ball and, as if it has all been pre-determined, like it has already happened in the annals of time, catches it perfectly with his left foot. It’s like it has its own flight path, a flight path somehow pre-destined – moving towards the goal with an exact purpose I had not seen a ball take on before. It was as if the goal had always existed. It was like life was unimaginable before it. Sheffield Wednesday led 1-0 in the opening minutes. It was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen.


Sheffield Wednesday played Arsenal in the FA Cup final that year. Arsenal had already won the League Cup in its first year sponsored by Coca-Cola, beating Wednesday in the final there too. Like those semi-finals, there was a nice continuity to it all, as if it were very rudimentary storytelling to captivate a child, that the teams had reached both finals. It was really tidy and understandable and attractive. That day the coverage on BBC lasted four hours. It was rare to have four hours of football. A real annual occasion not to be missed. Hours before kick-off, every single movement of the teams’ activity was covered. They’re eating! They’re having breakfast! They’re having lunch! They’re swimming! Lee Dixon is shaving! They’re getting on the bus! Lee Dixon is getting on the bus clean-shaven! They’re an hour away! They’re getting off the bus! Lee Dixon is still unshaven! Referee Keren Barratt is having a light snack! He’s planning on changing for the game at ten to two! The teams are in suits! Now they’re in tracksuits! The FA Cup final, in effect, was an early warning sign of a world to come, of content for content’s sake, of celebrities doing routine things fetishised for us all to watch. It is oddly addictive even then. I am sat centimetres from the screen. In between every other link of Sheffield Wednesday or Arsenal players doing something incredibly ordinary, or giggling in packs, almost every sentence is designed to reinforce how important the FA Cup is. There are montages from over the years, moving from black-and-white to colour, John Motson is shouting “It’s there” over all of it, every time a goal goes in. Hartlepool United recorded a single when they reached the fourth round, we learn. Half an hour into the coverage, pre-made little mini-docs on the teams’ histories with the competition are aired. Quite genuinely chilling music is played as time is reeled back to meet Sheffield Wednesday’s last finalists of 1966. They were 2-0 up, we are told over a continuously ominous backing track, before Everton shocked them to win the game 3-2. Gerry Young is sat in stark light, being asked, “All the reports seem to blame you for that third goal, do you blame yourself for it?” “Oh aye, of course,” he says. “I did let the ball go, didn’t I.” He says it as if he can still see it, slipping to let Derek Temple through. Among a precedent and premise of pure feelgood, it is absolutely poleaxing in its lack of feelgood factor. It really must stay with you then, I thought, gulping, the reflection of Gerry Young’s face burning its way into my retinas.


Just by being told the back story, I already knew that Sheffield Wednesday, who I was strangely attached to, were losing this game. I probably could have told you they’d lose the replay in the last minute of extra time, as it exactly transpired. It was the same when, in October of the same year, commentator Brian Moore foresaw Holland’s Ronald Koeman taking a free-kick against England, Arsenal’s David Seaman in goal. “He’s going to flick one now.” Moore said it again, as if trying to frighten an armed burglar while helpless in his underwear, then a third time. “He’s going to flick one.” Koeman did flick one and England were not going to qualify for the World Cup. Just like Waddle’s goal, as soon as it was in the net, it was as if it was always in the net, as if it always had been in the net, as if the ghost of Gerry Young danced around it, telling me that I would never forget this either. In his way, Rilke was part wrong: “Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror. Just keep going. No feeling is final.” Beauty and terror. When it came to football, both feelings were, in their own way, both very forever and very final.


There was an instantaneous second universe to live in because of football. It was one that I could land in now at all times of day, every minute of every waking hour, waiting for that envelope every week. But it was not just an imaginary land to keep only to yourself. It was a real world with possibilities more brutal and more magical than imagination would ever have you believe. Football, in one year, had already shown me all it could show me, all anything would ever be able to. Fantasy and reality and grace and hurt and mundanity and deep feeling and escape and everyday. There was already nothing more to tell. And yet I wanted it to tell me it all again and again. While I waited for that box to be opened, praying the football gods were kind, there was a conversation to be had with almost any adult – an opinion to be shared, a vortex to be surfed. A world to be joined.


I still have never been to Partick, on the north side of Glasgow. In my head, though, I am still checking out there regularly, meeting the people of Partick, telling them “Thanks so much” and “Really, the pleasure is all mine.”
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Extra Preliminary Round


Saturday, 3 August 2024 
Frenchfield Park, Attendance: 210


Penrith vs Pickering Town


Thirty years later, it wasn’t that I was looking for anything. Not that I knew of.


It might have had something to do with being on the edge of forty. We are back in the van, my new band, 86TVs, retracing the path The Maccabees, my old band, had hauled ourselves up twenty years ago. Everything is so familiar – the same venues, the same splitter vans, the same hotels. It is as if every passing day, I collide with my younger self, remembering and recalibrating a chaos that happened exactly half my life ago, only to find myself back in the same place with half the energy. This time, it involves less drug taking. Well, less recreational drug taking. There is much more medicinal drug taking. I have a bag I take everywhere with me that is full of medicine. It rattles when I move, when the van moves, when anything in its wake moves. It sounds like a bag full of thousands of miscellaneous keys for homes I do not know the doors to. It sounds how my joints feel every time I get up from my seat in the van, a sound that seems to come from depths unknown. I used to wonder where that sound came from that old(er) people made when they moved, that particular urgh and oomph on standing up or sitting down or walking or coming to a stop, and I now know. It is the sound of having lived, of having to continue to live. It is the sound of how doing anything at all, even just standing up, has suddenly, in its own way, become some sort of mountain to climb. The vitamins were purchased from a Holland & Barrett the day before we left, a half-hour unaccounted for, where all I know is I must have grabbed everything at eye level and left £350 worse off. The rattling has been with me ever since. I am determined not to get ill on this tour – the most recent strange self-imposed ultimatum I have given myself – but I am losing my voice all the time. Screaming once escaped me like a tsunami, ready on demand, just begging to be let out as if it was some sort of rushing, unplugged grief. Now it must be almost manually coaxed out through whole days of not talking. So, instead of talking, in the name of making each show, I just stare out of the window, steamer in hand. I like being in motion. It settles me in some inexplicable way. I am going somewhere; I have proof of it. I must be. And as I do, jarred against a past life and daydreaming of a new one, I do it among pots and pots of honey, like a wounded cartoon bear.


It will not occur to me until later on in this tour that taking this number of vitamins, most of which are the same as the other, is fraught with its own minor dangers and health implications. It’s the tamest sort of double dropping, but it can leave you nauseous, with stomach cramps and dizziness, retching to scream, finding nothing in my voice from the time I’ve done it last night. I promised I wouldn’t scream because it wasn’t a massive show and I should save my voice, only to reckon in the moment that I might actually be dead tomorrow – after all, no one knows, and aren’t they all massive shows? On a fix of the natural adrenaline surging through my body that gives me these hour breakthroughs of pure purpose and clarity and joy, I scream anyway, trying to do it louder than I ever have before. Somewhere behind the screams that give way again for the day-long silence are the questions that persist, pecking away, growing every day, closer to the core. Why do I not have children? Am I fat? Am I losing my hair? How do you slow time down? Why do I choose to take on forty-five jobs at once?


It doesn’t matter that we’ve only been on tour for six days. Service stations are all we know. It’s your modern-day travelling band equivalent of holding a blade of grass to the sky and determining which way the wind is blowing. There are no other means of external perception, no other ways to know where and when the outside world is at. The packets of Perfectil (skin, hair, nails) are definitely not going to do it. The hotel receptions offer no indication; just an endless “Can I change my room, there’s a weird smell in here/there isn’t a roof on it/there are handprints on the mirror.” The shows themselves tell you that it is evening, and there are people here, thank god, there’s people here – sometimes we crane our necks around the dressing room door to the stage and excitedly shut it, shouting to the rest of the band, “There are some young people here!” – but that’s it. Service stations are the only real litmus test of a world outside. It’s like coming out of a cryo chamber pod and being told the world is operating as if it is a Thursday afternoon. Or, if everything at the services is shut down, for example, we are travelling through a weekday night. If a spat-out hen party is waiting by the toilets, shivering in T-shirts and antennae, it’s a Friday evening. Today’s case is a specific feeling and hum for one time and one time alone: the way Lancaster services is bombarded, running children and queues and a million general intentions colliding in one space, it can only be twelve o’clock on a Saturday.


We leave the van, I make the noise as I stand up, the “definitely feels like I’m starting to get old a bit, actually” noise, and disembark from the middle of the van, sliding the door across, looking out onto the mass of cars parked outside, “Welcome Break” written high and large. It’s like Noah’s Ark in here. There are at least two of everyone. Army cadets, school trips, families, stag dos, hen dos, The Bears rugby team, The Bears football team, miscellaneous teenagers. I love service stations. I love that there is nowhere else to be. That there are no other options. I like that it is OK to behave like a child and slide twenty pence pieces into arcade games that ask you to hook an unhookable teddy bear onto an unhookable claw. I like that everyone is going somewhere from somewhere else. No one has arrived at the thing. There are no unmet expectations here or broken dreams or harsh realities – there is just being between somewhere and somewhere else.


I’m rubbing my eyes, waiting for my fourth white americano of the day when, the shapes and chaos moving across me, I begin to realise something. If this is roughly noon on Saturday, that means football across the country is happening at three. Everyone knows football is happening at three. I bet there’s football somewhere near the Kendal Calling festival. We’re not on stage until six. The level we are back at, we will likely have some sort of shared Portakabin, which will either be a reflective hellish heat or an over-air-conditioned cold where I will be thrown deeper into the temptation of setting light to my vitamins as some sort of warmth to gather round. If there was football near Kendal, I could get there, maybe? I could watch football and get back in time for our set?


A surge of potential runs through me. A slow swell of possibility – of glorious, mundane, familiar escapism for two hours. Of the taste of fried onions and that smell only football programmes have, a dream of being in a space where people shout things like “Release” and “Who wants it?” into the air among listless daydreaming and petty confrontations and all the other good stuff. I check on my phone. What grounds are near Kendal Calling? One is a half-hour drive from the festival. Penrith Town. Please be at home, I pray. I need this. They are. The extra preliminary, very first round of the FA Cup, at home to Pickering Town.


I google the reviews. There is one. “If you like pies or chips, you are in for a treat.” The van is back moving now as I do, Lancaster Services and the Noah’s Ark a speck on the disappearing horizon. We are moving through the beautiful hills of England, shades of green and brown set on top of each other, big grey clouds furnishing them. There are enchanted trees hanging off the end of natural ledges, giving way to farmhouses unshrouded by anything at all. Sometimes roadside trees hide the view for a stretch and then reveal massive mountains behind them that weren’t even there before. It is a non-transactional relationship, just being you and the view, a film developing in front of your eyes to whatever you are listening to.


The instructions about the game are vague. As the background flashes between the trees and the roadside and the mountains, I am hunched over my phone, researching. It is the actual opening round of the FA Cup, an extra preliminary round designed to ensure more amateur teams can fit in there. I call the Penrith number. It rings and rings. I am about to give up when, in a slightly bumbled collection of sounds, someone picks up the receiver. After a second, the voice answers as if their home phone number has been rung in the middle of the night. In one “Hello?” delivered after hesitation, the man manages to sound part concerned, part disturbed and part put out. There is a game, yes, he says. There will definitely be tickets on the door, yes. And finally, it’s £7 adults and £4 concessions.


I ask the rest of the band at the entrance to the festival, where wristbands are being handed out. Does anyone want to come and see Penrith vs Pickering Town in the extra preliminary round of the FA …? I don’t even need to finish the question. Everyone’s attention has trailed off even before I have reached the end of it. Who, after all, wants to come and see Penrith vs Pickering Town in the extra preliminary round of the FA Cup? I half reconsider. Do I really want to? Then it speaks to me. The gut feeling that people tell me I should be able to feel on bigger, actual life decisions. The little voice everyone says you’re supposed to listen to. The one that everyone says when you know, you just know, and I nod, but absolutely do not know what the fuck they are talking about. It arrives here, though; it whispers, but whispers insistently – not then, not in any of the actual serious life moments I’ve had, of course, but now – about non-league football and it says to me, definitely go to Penrith vs Pickering Town in the extra preliminary round of the FA Cup. It’s what you must do.


The face of the cab driver, waiting outside the festival site, appears to half spark when I tell him where I’d like to go. For ten minutes, there is silence. We drive back through the trees and farmhouses I’ve just come from. I am the passenger sitting next to a stranger. Shot through with a feeling of excitement I get sometimes when I’m outside London, I think about how much of my life I have spent in passenger seats next to strangers and never learned a single thing about them. I am unsure if I should start a conversation, or let us sit here in the nothing. Is the silence because there is some sort of unremedied football grief? Does it trigger a silence in him, or does he just not like football, or is he just happy in this silence?


And then, unprompted, he begins. He was a ballboy when the ground was in the town centre, he tells me. They were a really good team then. The non-league Penrith beat Third Division Chester 1-0 in the first round of the FA Cup in 1981. In the next round, he had travelled on the team bus to Doncaster, where a frozen pitch should have had the game called off, but they played on anyway and Penrith were cruelly beaten. He journeyed back through the snow with his heroes, all of them hurt in their own way, slightly changed. He reels off some of the squad names, unrecognisable to me, putting weight on their first names as if they were fallen war heroes. I can picture each one just by his delivery, the dewy-eyed matter-of-factness with which he drops each line: Geoff Fell, he’ll forever be a legend. I do not need to see Geoff Fell to know that he has a strong handlebar moustache. Brian “Billy” Williams was the manager, he tells me. God, Billy Williams worked miracles. A rhythm starts in him, hands suddenly tapping on the steering wheel. His hands stop drumming, he glances to his left, for a fleeting second his eyes on mine. The memory breaks his stride. A bridge between a remembered world and the real one drawn. “The team’s gone downhill, these days we’re just about holding our own against Stalybridge Celtic.” He continues, “In those days, the ground was in the middle of Penrith, it was the centre of everything. People would hear the music from the ground and come out. It was sold to the club that if they moved to the outskirts, they’d have a state-of-the-art ground.” It was all, as ever, down to money. “The club was promised loads and it was never really given to them. It turned out the new ground was built on a floodplain, so the pitch is now artificial. It’s really out on a limb out here.” He tells me this as he turns off the motorway, a town nowhere in sight, and into what appears to be a field populated by occasional sheep, dotted in blue. As he drifts through the scattered blue, a small football ground appears in the distance. It’s Frenchfield Park. “Oh,” he says in half surprise, “there’s some cars here.” As I settle up – he has to drive around the mostly vacant car park in search of a spot that his card machine works in – he remembers something, as if bestowing some sort of loaded information onto the lost protagonist of a children’s adventure film. He winds the window back down and says, “I would try and sort a car back now if you can, it’s not London round here.”


You can feel that the playing area is at the bottom of a floodplain, gently surrounded. The gates at Penrith open out onto the pitch, players training, with the hills  overlooking behind the goal on the far side to the left, trees framing the touchline opposite. There is one stand, optimistically but accurately described as “the main stand”, a bank of maybe a couple of hundred blue seats. There is no sign of the closure of it through last October, when a fan fell through the bottom of it. He was uninjured and investigations were inconclusive. On the side of the boards, as you walk towards the stand, it is written, “Ask not what your club can do for you, ask what you can do for your club.”


The first thing I see on site, maybe the first part of action of the FA Cup campaign of 2024–25 seen by anyone, is the Penrith goalkeeper, stood there for isolated drills, reaching forward to catch a ball hit straight at him, only to let it slip through his hands and bonk him on the head. He shakes his head, like a character in a Wallace & Gromit film who has just crashed through the floor, looks around for the ball for a moment, then goes to retrieve it as if nothing has happened.


I am keen to heed my taxi driver’s parting words of cinematic foreboding and immediately ask the woman at the gate how easy it is to get a taxi back to Kendal Calling. She puffs out her cheeks, as if she has been handed a puzzle, and takes me to a small office. There are two men in what appears to be both an official match office and a club merch stall. Scarves and shirts hang on one side among newspaper clippings from the club’s history. One cutting, with frayed edges, proudly sits at eye level – Penrith vs Manchester City 1981. I explain my situation, unsure whether I’ve walked into some sort of official private area or the club shop. The man in my eyeline puffs his cheeks out too. “You can try here,” he says. I recognise him as the voice from the phone. He gently passes over two mobile phone numbers, our hands making brief contact, his rugged and worn, mine expectant and grateful. I thank him and call both. Neither are available to take me back to the festival once the game is over, they say. And no, sorry, they don’t know anyone else. When I walk back into the room, slightly crestfallen, on the edge of sudden panic of being stranded at Penrith AFC when I’m supposed to be on stage at Kendal Calling, with visions of walking down the M6 to try and get back in time, the man to my left sits up from his chair a fraction. He is holding an envelope of notes, which he is counting. I tell him my predicament. I’m a musician. I need to get back for a show after the final whistle. “Aye, no problem,” he says. “I’ll drive you, just come and find me when the whistle is blown.” I’m slightly shocked at this generosity and feel an inclination to say thank you but no thank you, but sensing my options limited to just this, thank him enthusiastically, tell him that’s really kind, to which he half acknowledges before flicking the envelope of cash with his fingers. “I’ve just got to go and get the players paid,” he says, and walks through the opposite door. My friend from the phone, with the rugged and worn hands, looks back up at me. “You’ve got lucky today,” he smiles. “That’s the chairman, that’s Billy Williams.”


When I walk out of the office and back into the fray, past the programmes that cost £1 (they’re out of them for now, but they can “reprint a few, if you like?”), Penrith AFC suddenly appears to be a surreal local football mirage. Walls and seats and tiles and benches are painted a bright blue, the same bright blue as the scattered blue-dotted sheep on the hills above, looking down on the flood-prone pitch. A linesman walks off the pitch during warm-ups, clutching a hamstring. A young woman is covering the game, huge headphones on, a team sheet in front of her, a tiny box connecting her to what must be some form of local radio. I tiptoe to a seat, distant enough not to intrude on what essentially feels like a community barbecue or outdoor party, but close enough to suck it in, to feel its warmth. There is an unbelievable friendliness, the sort that throws a Londoner completely – an amalgamation of nods and winks and grandparents and children all huddled together. The back of the stand gives way to a community hall of sorts, used as a general play area for kids and, just as I am peering into it, “She’s Electric” by Oasis is turned off abruptly and a Tannoy squeals. There’s a man in his eighties, sunglasses and white hair, sitting by the sliding doors, half in the inside, his legs overlapping onto the stand. He is waving a microphone around away from him as if he’s swatting a fly, trying to stop the squealing. It doesn’t stop, but relents just enough not to be cutting a horror film frequency through the air, and he begins to read off a sheet he holds with his other hand. He tilts his eyes just over his dark glasses and, like a bingo caller, starts to announce players’ names and their numbers. It is extremely hard to make out the names of the players through the PA, but no one seems to mind. Pickering Town play in bright yellow, against the blue of Penrith. Both teams, against the floodplain and the sheep, resemble vivid hallucinations.


When the game kicks off, it is alarming at first for a game of football to be unfolding without the usual white-noise mush of crowd sound that I have grown to associate it with. Every single noise made from the pitch is audible. The absolute intensity of it for a second stuns me. Semi-romantic phrases are thrown into the air incredibly aggressively, players shouting things like “I need you!” or “Here if you need.” It is genuinely surreal that on this warm summer afternoon with the kids and isolated men folding their arms over the hoarding on the side of the pitch, half-watching the game, the air is split by this sort of instant blood curdling. It looks really difficult, really hard work. The idea I sometimes daydream when I watch Premier League football and begin to genuinely assume I could actually fit into this team is torn to shreds when faced with the harsh reality of it at this level, tens and tens and tens of tiers below.


Although Pickering Town are a threat down the left-hand side, Penrith take the lead in the first five minutes, a slide rule pass to Luke Hunter splitting the Pickering defence before he looks up, sees DJ Taylor completely unmarked on the penalty spot and squares the ball to him. Taylor scores. “That’s Shaun’s boy,” the woman to my left says, leaning back over a seat to nudge someone. Her friend nods. When Penrith go two up twenty minutes later, Connor Hammell’s dink chipping the goalkeeper in a one-on-one, she leans back again to the same friend. “Picked his spot there,” she says. Her friend nods again.


A few minutes later, Pickering Town feel like they should have a handball given in their favour. It is not given and their manager is apoplectic. Penrith’s manager walks up to him, both hands in a submissive gesture, and says, with all the sincerity in the world, that he “swears to god that was not handball” and then puts his hand on his heart. The incident happened on the other side of the pitch where it would have been almost impossible for anyone in the dugout to know. This does not appease the Pickering manager, who grunts and channels this injustice into shouting, “How many times do I have to tell ya!” at almost every single one of his players for the next ten minutes. It is 3-0 by half-time, the cup tie already as good as done. The reporter appears not to have heard from her local radio team and, huge headphones still cuddling the entirety of her head, she stares into the void and waits for news.


In the bright blue burger van, a woman with heavy eyelashes and bright lipstick hands a packet of crisps to the next person in the queue. She squeezes it quite tight, scrunching it into the palm of her hand, and then looks impressed. “That’s a nice full bag, isn’t it” – she makes her eyes big – “because some of them have got nowt in them.” He receives his nice, full and now totally crushed packet of crisps less enthusiastically.


During the second half, I suddenly become washed out into a state of being incredibly invested. The sunglasses-wearing white-haired man is back with the Tannoy as the players take to the field again, using his finger to count the players. “Wait a second,” he says down the microphone, “16 and 12 have come on, but we don’t know who’s come off?” He repeats it, the second time more urgently, before the Pickering Town substitutes turn around and shout back that they have replaced numbers 4 and 11. Another squeal, wrestling with the feedback, waving the microphone around like a wand, and then an audible clearing of his throat: “Substitutes for Pickering Town, number 12, Sam Calvert, and number 16, Kieran Stares, on for number 4, Matty Garbutt, and number 11, Joe Wood.” There is no need for him to have announced this because everyone has already heard the conversation before, down the microphone.


The plight of Penrith is now important to me. The place is doing the magic thing that football can do. There is nowhere else to be, nothing else happening in the world. The only thing that matters is Penrith vs Pickering Town. People shout “Foul throw” together with sudden authority. A man loitering at the back goes around telling whoever will listen that this has been very impressive, “given the last few seasons”. He has the air of a man who walks around with his finger to the sky, telling anyone who will listen that it “looks like rain is on its way”. As he does, finding people to tell, my attention is forcibly drawn to a sideshow developing where the Penrith and Pickering benches both demand possession of the spare ball. The Pickering manager hides it behind his back, rolls it in the opposite direction of the Penrith bench. The Penrith manager sends his assistant to go and get the ball. There is a little scuffle over it. The assistant comes back without the ball and is sent back to go and get it again. Meanwhile, the game is continuing out in front of them.


Little moments of genuine brilliance, of actual acrobatic endeavour, decorate the play – Kieran Stares bringing the ball out of the sky like Dennis Bergkamp before being fouled, his manager attempting to complain while still hiding the spare ball behind his back. In this very competition, people will be bringing the ball down like that regularly, as it gradually evolves from amateur to the elite. They already are. There is a kid running around as the last minutes play out, the last indignation for Pickering being an absolute sitter going wide of the post. He is excitedly telling everyone the news: “It looks like it’s Crook Town in the next round.” Then he says with telling eyes, as if imparting quite secret information, “They’re winning 4-1.” The reporter does not look like she knows this. She still stares unmoved, waiting for news from her station. I feel like walking up to her, to check that she is still breathing. The messenger finally runs up to the man I have been promised a lift from, the man I now have gathered was the legendary manager and now chairman Billy Williams, tapping him on the shoulder, excitedly telling him the news. Williams receives it with interest without engaging the child in any further conversation, as if it’s a mistake he’s made before. When the final whistle blows, I am tentatively making sure he is in my eyeline, just in case he has forgotten. He hasn’t. He punches the air low down at the result, as if winding a boxer with a borderline low blow, then turns to look for me, sitting in the stand, and waves me over. It’s a comforting gesture, as if he always gives me a lift to Kendal Calling.


Billy Williams puts the keys in the ignition and reverses out of the ground. The game has only just finished minutes earlier. “So, you’re playing Kendal Calling, are you?” he says, driving back past the sheep. “My granddaughter is there. I’ll tell her I’ve met one of the bands.” I tell him that our album is currently number three in the album charts, but we will not stay there as the week progresses, and that NME have just reviewed it, saying they like it but it’s quite “over-stuffed”. I don’t know why I tell him these things, but I feel like I owe him at least some context for my shotgun seat in his car. He is used to this little shuttle run, it turns out, usually having to play emergency taxi to groundhoppers who are trying to go to every ground in the country. “I have so much respect for people like that,” he says. “Football means so much to them. It’s important to me that anyone that comes to Penrith for the first time feels like they’ve been looked after.”


I am back on the same road, the one that links Penrith and Kendal Calling, for the third time, my company bizarrely having switched from the rest of 86TVs to the cab driver who was once a ball boy, back again now to the chairman of Penrith, Billy Williams. I wonder where it would lead, if I kept going, I think. If I just checked out of all other commitments and decided to ferry lifts back and forth between the two of these places forever, slowly dispersing personal information to strangers and seeing what came back. I tell Billy about the cab driver, about how he name-checked him, and his memories of being a ballboy, about the FA Cup first-round win against Chester and travelling to Doncaster. Billy’s ringed fingers on the wheel tap a couple of times, flicking across the wheel in the same fashion I have learned flamenco guitarists play. He talks about Chester exactly like the blissed-out cab driver before him, but then immediately changes his tone for that doomed second round. “We shouldn’t have played that game. The pitch wasn’t playable.” He winces, fingers tapping a touch quicker. “It was in the days when all this new footwear was coming out and our lads didn’t have the right gear. We didn’t stand a chance really.” This is what football does, pulls time tight towards you, even a 1981 FA Cup run, and nowhere more so than in a place like Penrith, as I travel this road for the third time, looking across at ancient trees that are almost completely sideways from wind wearing them down.


Billy Williams has played for Penrith, managed them and owned them. He has been involved with the club since 1967. In those days, he says, he “didn’t have a pot to piss in” and would play twice in a day, but “the memory can play all kinds of tricks, can’t it.” Billy, like the rest of Penrith, laments the move away from town. When he retired, he “should have been living the dream” but was instead “bored out of his head”. He got involved with the club again, desperate to keep it afloat. The cup tie somehow connects all of it, the future, the past, the present, wrapping it into a vision of hope. “There’s hundreds of clubs in the country desperate to win today, it’s a really big deal to create interest in the community,” Billy says. He pauses, checking the traffic, eyes meeting mine for a second, the festival nearing. “This will be met with laughter, I’m sure” – his eyes back on the road – “but I’ve been writing to Pep Guardiola, asking if there was any chance of a game.” The Manchester City–Penrith game still looms large in folklore between the Lake District and the Pennines. They dream of another one. We pull into the festival ground, where one extremely bored twenty-something in a hi-vis jacket directs us half-heartedly towards a grassy bank where cars are dotted as aimlessly as the sheep at the football ground. “When I got involved with this club, I got told a story about a lad’s mother who came to the ground with a letter,” Billy says, following the man’s wave. “Her son, I think it was, had played for Penrith and then went to serve in the First World War. The letter read, ‘Oh to pull on that shirt again.’ He died four days after it was written, in France. I think about him often. I wonder about how old he would have been at that Chester game, and whether he would have been there. I always think, if we keep working hard, you never know, we might have a day like that again one day. I’ve been here since 1967 and the important thing to me about our club is it still gives people pride, and a real sense of belonging. We all want that, don’t we?” I nod. We do. I thank him and leave the car, forgetting to offer him something for the journey. As I lean back in through the window, wishing him luck in the next round, he points his ringed index finger back at me. “Just remember Penrith, son,” he says. “It’ll be there in your memories.” And he is gone, back towards the football, and I turn towards the festival. We are onstage in an hour.
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