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      To the lads

      




      
      
       

       

       

      
      
      This is a work of non-fiction. However the names and identities of some of the people and places in the book have been disguised
         to respect and protect their privacy.
      

   



      
      
      Introduction

      
      Who is that prat?

      
      Just look at him, the touchline wally. What kind of figure does he think he is cutting, with his shouty red face and his jabby
         finger? There he is, overheated and overexcited, as if what is going on is the final of the Champions League, not a fixture
         in the local youth football league, under-14 section. Can he not see that he is a comedy staple? Does he not realise that
         he is a stereotype of our times: the stressed-out manager of a boys’ football team? He seems to think it is appropriate on
         a Sunday morning to stalk the side of a pitch while a few kids kick a ball around, behaving as if he is Alex Ferguson patrolling
         the Old Trafford technical area. Now he’s off again, throwing his arms over his head in dismay at a missed chance, making
         a wild windmilling gesture with his right arm, shouting something only marginally coherent at the players that might be ‘Coomon
         lads’ or ‘You can do it.’
      

      
      Oh dear, look at him now. The opposition have just scored and he has turned his back on the pitch. His head is down, he is
         kicking at the ground, a little puff of dust rising in front of him every time he scuffs the turf with the sole of his shoe. He really is a sad, sorry sight. Someone should take a video of him. It would be a useful tool in FA
         training sessions: how not to retain your touchline composure. At the very least, I should snap him on my phone, just as an
         aide-memoire of how you really shouldn’t behave in these circumstances.
      

      
      There is, however, just one problem with such an idea. I am that touchline wally. I am that unhinged fool. I am that prat.
         And the fact is, even if I could take a snap of myself, my phone is in no fit state for photography, as I have just taken
         it out of my pocket and flung it to the ground, together with my car keys and about £1.48 in loose change. Even as I behave
         like this, even as I watch the phone cartwheel away across the grass, its battery separating from the back and heading off
         in the direction of the ring road, I know how ridiculous I must look. I think of Sven-Göran Eriksson, for five years as England
         head coach exhibiting a dug-out demeanour of calm and detachment, somehow managing, in the midst of turmoil, to maintain the
         emotional poise of a bag of frozen peas. Yet he was responsible for a team in which was invested the expectations of tens of
         millions of people. What he did mattered; how his team performed had real resonance, a nation’s well-being depended on whether
         or not he extracted a satisfactory performance from his players. Me, my only responsibility is for the feelings of sixteen
         adolescents, their parents, step-parents and the odd same-sex life partner. But somehow I can’t help myself. Right now, if
         you wired my blood pressure up to the national grid, you could run a small conurbation for a week.
      

      
      As it happens, this scene does not represent a high point in my coaching life. It is the last game of the football season
         and the team I am in charge of, Northmeadow Youth, are involved in a relegation struggle of such dimensions, with so many possible outcomes, that had a tabloid sports
         reporter been assigned to cover the match, the only word he could find adequately to describe its scale would be ‘titanic’. This
         morning, depending on results, five teams could go down. And there are only ten in the whole league. Our position is simpler
         than that of some of our rivals: win and we stay up. Any other result and we are down, no matter what happens elsewhere.
      

      
      Right now, though, our survival chances have just been hit square-on by an iceberg. We are holed below the waterline. Worse,
         the band has stopped playing, is about to be washed overboard by a freak wave and none of the rhythm section knows how to
         swim.
      

      
      This most vital of games is approaching half-time and we have just conceded another goal. The score now stands at 3-0. Our
         opponents, who also need to win to remain in the elite, are currently celebrating their latest success over by the corner
         flag. The boy who scored with a free-kick of such precision and poise David Beckham would be pushed to match it, is performing
         a pre-rehearsed routine involving the imaginary spinning of discs on a DJ’s turntable. It is one he might well have seen on
         television and which he has clearly spent some time choreographing in preparation for this moment. He has one hand cupped
         to his ear as if he is holding a set of headphones, while with the other he is making circling gestures as if scratching a
         record. His colleagues gather round him, jiggling their shoulders and making hip hop-inspired finger movements; they look
         like Edward Scissorhands without the scissors. On the far touchline, our rival supporters are in the middle of a quickstep
         of delight, the beam of their smiles flashing across the pitch. On our side, the parents, step-parents and the odd same-sex life partner stand in silence, frozen in their despair.
      

      
      It seems that unless fortune changes with an improbability not even Hollywood scriptwriters would dare suggest, we will be
         playing in the second division next season, a swift and unplanned-for retreat just one year on from promotion. This, then,
         is when a coach comes into his own. With the referee about to blow for half-time, this is the moment when clear-headed instructions
         and precisely delivered tactical analysis could make all the difference. By turning round the holed ship with a few well-chosen
         words, this could be his chance, his opportunity to do something other than implode in impotent frustration. This is when
         all the greats earn their crust. José Mourinho, Rafa Benitez, Arsène Wenger, Fergie himself: what they would say in these
         circumstances would make all the difference.
      

      
      Before I can do any of that, though, before I can match their rhetoric, before I can effect a rescue plan, before I can dredge
         the appropriate rallying call from the depths of my memory, I have to scan the turf for the bits of my phone. And when I’ve
         found them, piece them together and see if it still works.
      

      
      ‘This what you’re looking for?’ asks one of the opposition supporters, a large bloke who has been standing on our side of
         the pitch throughout the first half, encouraging his grandson in a rumbling Welsh baritone (‘Get stuck in, Rhys’). He is now
         holding up my battery.
      

      
      ‘Oh yeah, thanks,’ I say.‘Look, I’m really sorry about …’ I gesture back at the touchline, now restored to a civilised
         calm, ‘you know … all that.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry, mate, think nothing of it,’ he says, kindly. ‘That’s boys’ football for you.’

      
      * * *

      
      
      I thought about that comment for ages afterwards. He was right: that is boys’ football for you. In my job as a sports reporter,
         I’ve seen a few events. In the Camp Nou in May 1999, the noise that came from my mouth when Ole Gunnar Solskjær scored the
         winner for Manchester United in the Champions League final sounded rather like a dog getting its tail jammed in a car door.
         At the Oval in September 2005, I greeted the umpires’ signal for bad light that meant the Ashes had finally returned to England
         after eighteen years Down Under with an explosion of profanities. When Kelly Holmes burst past the rest of the field in the
         Olympic Stadium in Athens in 2004 to win her second gold medal, in the press seats the bloke sitting next to me and I were
         locked in such a passionate embrace any observer would assume marriage was imminent.
      

      
      But Olympic Games, FA Cup finals, the Six Nations, the rare occasions when the horse I backed has come home anywhere near
         the winner’s enclosure at Cheltenham, none of them has the resonance of your own flesh and blood hoofing a ball around, or
         surviving a tight lbw appeal, or emerging intact from the bottom of a muddy ruck. It doesn’t matter the level, it doesn’t
         matter the competence, nothing makes you as nervy, as jittery. Nothing fills you with as much pride as their success, nothing
         makes you suffer like their defeats. Nothing sends you as doolally. Nowhere do you feel as alive.
      

      
      That is why I am here today. The Sunday-morning phone-calls from your best player crying off with a sniffle; the endless committee
         meetings with their three-hour debates about whether it is ethically correct to seek sponsorship from a burger company; the
         push-me-pull-you scuffle in the back of the goal between the fathers of two of your players;the complications of divorced parents squabbling over weekend access to your left winger; the trainee psychopath
         whose assault on your centre forward’s shins is ignored by a myopic referee who turns out to be the assailant’s dad; the parent
         who thinks their son should be the centre forward despite the fact he has yet to master the rudiments of tying his own shoelace;
         the absolute inability of your right winger to pass the ball to a player wearing the same colour shirt; the way you wake up
         at three in the morning with a whirr of tactics rushing through your head: none of it can put me off.
      

      
      I’ve no idea what it is like for my boy, to try to perform with his father’s looming presence blanketing out the touchline
         sunlight. But I suspect the emotional traffic is almost exclusively one way.
      

      
      One thing I am certain of is this: I am not alone. About an hour after England’s defeat in the 2006 World Cup in Germany,
         I was walking out of the stadium to catch a bus back into the centre of Gelsenkirchen. All around, a shuffling, shambolic
         Dunkirk-style retreat was in full flow. The England supporters who had followed their national team for the previous three
         weeks swathed in such optimism were on their way home, dispirited, defeated, dejected after yet another penalty shoot-out
         failure in yet another quarter-final. It was still hot enough for unattended small children spontaneously to barbecue on the
         pavement and all around were necks and thighs and shoulders pinked up by their day in the sun. Banners and colours that had
         flown with such pride on the way into the stadium were discarded on the way out, trodden into the evening dust. A white and
         red jester’s hat lay in the gutter. Occasionally, a passing fan would kick it and it would roll over. As it did so, its bells
         would give off a forlorn little tinkle, a sad last post for England’s cup.
      

      
      All around was misery, disappointment and a barely concealed sense that the foot soldiers of the England support had been
         let down. Let down by the administrators with the feeble inability to secure a sufficient number of tickets to meet demand.
         Let down by the team management with its emotional sterility, its tactical blunders and its woeful selections. But let down
         most of all by the players, a bunch which we were repeatedly told, as often by themselves as by anyone else, represented the
         best in the world, yet had proven to be anything but. These were the playboys of the modern game, earning enough to embarrass
         an African dictator; spoiled boys with their stables of sports cars, their own-label scents, their spendthrift wives and
         girlfriends behaving like Marie Antoinette. These were the new upper classes, coveted, cosseted and, as it turned out, crap.
         Earning £100,000 each and every week and still they couldn’t score from twelve yards with only the goalkeeper to beat. The
         charge against them was a criminal dereliction of duty. And there were few leaving the stadium that evening prepared to argue
         the players’ innocence. In fact, so cheesed off were the supporters, if anyone asked for volunteers to arrest the players,
         secure the leg irons and chuck away the key, the queue would have stretched halfway home to Blighty.
      

      
      ‘Bloody Lampard,’ I heard someone say on the way out. ‘He should be strung up.’

      
      That was quite mild compared to some responses.

      
      As I waited at the bus stop, however, I became aware of a small group of supporters coming in my direction whose gait made
         the rest of those leaving look as though they had a spring in their step. This party consisted of a bearded, bandy-legged man, holding on to a small girl’s hand. Alongside him were two women, a mother and daughter perhaps.
         None of them were speaking. Despite the fact they were all well-dressed, tanned, clearly prosperous, they looked so miserable,
         so defeated, so crestfallen, I couldn’t help stare at them. And as I did so, I realised that the man was Frank Lampard Senior,
         the father of the player targeted for particular blame by the England supporters. He had just watched his son miss a penalty
         in the shoot-out at the end of a World Cup quarter-final. As it happens, that miss cannot have come as much of a surprise
         since Frank Junior had spent the whole tournament missing. Twenty-five shots he had in five matches, none of them finding
         the back of the opponents’ net. So prolific a misser was he, his name changed subtly during those three weeks in Germany until
         he became known as Frank Lampard Surely.
      

      
      Such gags, though, were not of much use to his dad, walking through the German sunshine, his shoulders sloping at an angle
         of forty-five degrees, his eyes fixed on the ground, apparently studying the contours of his toes.
      

      
      ‘Bad luck, Frank,’ I said as the party passed.

      
      He raised his head, nodded lightly and said nothing, nothing at all. But for a second we made eye contact. And at that precise
         moment, for the first time in the length of the tournament, I felt an empathy with the England team. Suddenly, in one glance,
         Frank Lampard had changed from being an overrated, overpaid and over-privileged symbol of all that was wrong with English
         football to being just somebody’s lad kicking a ball around. There was something in his father’s eyes as he looked back at
         me, a glancing, momentary revelation. It was a glance that said no one was suffering as much as him. And that no matter at what level the game was played, no matter how celebrated the participants, no matter how substantial
         the prize on offer, this is what football is all about: fathers and sons.
      

      
      Unlike Frank Lampard’s, my dad was not a football man. He had absolutely no affection for the game, had never played it in
         his youth, never watched it in later life. Here’s how little he cared about football: when the World Cup was staged in England
         in 1966, he took the family on a camping holiday in Germany. Mind you, even he was moved to pay attention to that year’s final.
         Though the attention he paid it was somewhat foggy. My only firsthand recollection of English football’s finest moment is
         a seven-year-old’s memory of my dad, standing in a campsite on the banks of the Rhine, with a transistor radio clutched to
         his ear trying to translate the German coverage for the rest of us. Not that he spoke German.
      

      
      ‘Someone called Horst has just scored,’ he announced at one point. ‘Reckon that means Germany must have won it.’

      
      Even Dad, though, recognised that football had some unspoken part to play in the relationship between father and son. The year
         I was nine, Manchester United had just won the European Cup and Manchester City the League Championship. The metropolis in
         which we lived was temporarily the centre of the footballing universe. The finest club team in Europe and the best in England
         were playing no more than six miles down the road. My dad, showing that unique understanding of the game that he had displayed
         on the banks of the Rhine, therefore took me off that year to watch Altrincham, then marooned in the amateur Cheshire League.
         Thus while Law, Best, Charlton, Lee, Bell and Summerbee were in the ascendant, I became briefly acquainted with the game of Jackie Swindells, the
         balding, pedestrian, almost perpetually angry Alty centre forward. We would stand on the terracing just opposite the tunnel
         out of which the players would trot. Here I would subject Dad to the kind of relentless interrogation small boys reserve exclusively
         for their fathers.
      

      
      ‘Dad, why did Jackie Swindells kick that man?’

      
      ‘Dad, why’s the referee pointing?’

      
      ‘Dad, why is Jackie Swindells walking towards the tunnel?’

      
      ‘Dad, who is the bastard in the black?’

      
      To which the answers would be: ‘I don’t know’, ‘Not sure’, ‘Who knows’ and ‘Ask your mother.’

      
      His inability to provide a single adequate response to a single football-related question (‘Offside? It’s complicated’) did
         not stem the torrent.
      

      
      ‘Why do goalkeepers wear green?’

      
      ‘Good question.’

      
      ‘Has anyone ever scored from a throw-in?’

      
      ‘I couldn’t tell you.’

      
      ‘Have United ever bought an Alty player?’

      
      ‘Ooh, you know, I’ve never really thought about it.’

      
      It didn’t seem to matter to me that my questions weren’t answered. Their purpose was not to elicit information. Looking back
         on them now, I realise it was simply to imitate conversation, to fill the gap between us with something, anything. To take
         the place of intimacy. But maybe all the questions got to him. After no more than half a dozen visits, those trips to Alty’s
         Moss Lane ground slipped off the weekend agenda. A couple of seasons later, after a brief dalliance with trainspotting, I
         went to Old Trafford for the first time on my own, to watch Manchester United. And the moment I walked down the Warwick Road, Swindells became
         ancient history.
      

      
      As for my own footballing performances, I can count on one finger the number of times Dad must have seen me play a game. Clearly,
         odd decision-making was in the genes because when I went to grammar school I opted to play lacrosse instead of football. Lacrosse
         is a game, as I recall it, that involves not much more than being whacked around the knuckles by someone wielding a wooden-framed
         net as if he had been a gladiator in a former existence. In a damp Mancunian winter, when the hands are raw with cold, it
         seemed a particularly unnecessary game. I would spend matches cowering from the small, hard ball flung at my head and the
         sticks seeking out my soft, tender fingers. We once lost 14-0 to a school from Stockport, a match in which my contribution
         consisted of standing on the wing hoping nobody noticed I was playing. As a tactic, it worked to perfection.
      

      
      ‘Were you actually playing out there this afternoon, Chalky?’ asked the games master as we trudged back from the school field.
         ‘Only I never noticed.’
      

      
      Soon after that my association with lacrosse was at an end, its legacy a stick that remained in the umbrella stand in the
         hall at home until my parents moved about a decade after my last game.
      

      
      I did play cricket, though. And in the summer Dad was a regular on the boundary. Indeed his loyal presence there was probably
         responsible for what might laughably be termed the progress of my cricket career.
      

      
      ‘Is your dad around Saturday, lad?’Ted, our coach, would often ask after training.

      
      ‘Yeah, think so,’ I’d say.

      
      
      ‘Good, then you’re in the team. We need another car to get everyone there.’

      
      Dad was a willing chauffeur. And when he got to the match, he was always a discreet spectator. I cannot recall him ever offering
         loud opinion of the umpire from behind the rope. Nor did he collar Ted after matches to complain about his boy’s position
         in the batting order or ask him why I never got to bowl (perhaps he knew what the answer might be). Nor was he ever critical
         about my habit of getting out just as double figures approached. ‘The nervous nines,’ he called it, partly ironically, but
         mostly sympathetically.
      

      
      So discreet was he, often I would forget he was there. Which meant I could slip into my default position in the field: the
         team clown. Arsing about, taking nothing seriously, oozing cynicism about our prospects, that was me. I would do impressions
         of my team-mates. Mike Bennett, in the slips with his collar up, with his fingers facing the wrong way, dropping an edge was
         a favourite. Or make fun of their names. Steven Clifford I insisted on calling Rich, right up until the point when, in a whirl
         of fury, he suddenly lost it and went for me between overs: ‘My name is Steve, OK? I am not Rich Clifford.’ ‘Oooh,’ I said,
         running for the pavilion with him in close pursuit, ‘congratulations, Rich. And celebrations.’
      

      
      Despite Clifford’s attempt to remove my head from my shoulders, I carried on playing. And, at the end of the under-14 season,
         Ted informed me I was on the shortlist for selection for autumn net sessions, run by Lancashire County Cricket Club at Old
         Trafford. It was, he added, an honour afforded a mere handful of young players locally and if I worked really hard I might
         get it.
      

      
      ‘Sometimes I think buried deep underneath all that stupid behaviour there could be a cricketer lurking,’ he told me. ‘But you’ve a long way to go.’
      

      
      ‘Not that far,’ I said. ‘We only live down the road. And anyway I can get my dad to give me a lift.’

      
      That, now I look back on it, was probably the point that marked the end of my chances of becoming a proper sportsman. Sensing
         that I had not treated his offer with the seriousness he felt it deserved, in the end Ted gave the place in the nets to Clifford
         instead. When I told Dad about my near brush with success and how it had been cruelly snatched from me by a Cliff Richard namesake,
         he just smiled and said, ‘Oh well, never mind.’
      

      
      See, for him sport never really mattered.

      
      The first indication that I was not as my father on the touchline – chilled, relaxed, philosophical, his mind, almost exclusively,
         elsewhere – came when my eldest son was just six years old. We were living in north London, in a borough renowned for the
         progressive approach it took on most matters, including education. Here, in the early 1990s, those in charge of educating
         the next generation had a potent enemy against which they waged daily war: competitiveness. This, for the head teacher at the
         primary where Hugo had just enrolled, was as pernicious an evil as sexism, racism, in fact any ism at all. It was a spectral
         remnant from a past of privilege and empire, an insidious presence that needed to be exorcised. Never mind that competition
         is all the pupils would face when they eventually headed abroad into what the rest of us fondly call the real world; never
         mind that the spirit of a small child (particularly of the male variety) is driven entirely by the need to compete: within
         the confines of that school every last vestige of it was frowned upon. Since achievement was a bourgeois notion that undermined the confidence of those lacking the privileges of more supportive backgrounds, at
         this school there were no prizes for good work. No, everyone shared the praise equally, whether they had achieved anything
         or not. There were no tests to check if any learning had been done, just to make sure that those who found tests difficult
         were not prejudiced against. And, above all, there was to be no sport anywhere on the premises. Sport represented competition
         at its most corrupting: trying to beat someone else at games was, to the mind of the head teacher, morally indefensible. By
         its very nature, she reckoned, sport discriminated against those who could not perform it. For her, winning was nothing more
         than a form of abuse and sport a malicious concept that needed to be eradicated.
      

      
      She and her colleagues had to be vigilant, to suffocate sporting activity whenever it occurred. Like Japanese knotweed, it
         could appear anywhere at any time, snaring the unwary in a rapidly growing jungle of opposition and rivalry. In the playground,
         every so often, someone would bring a ball along and the boys would quickly form up a chaotic, twenty-a-side scramble of a
         game. How the head teacher had to dash from her office to put a stop to that. At the first outbreak of football, she would
         be out there, confiscating the ball. Though the real reason was to prevent the seeds of competition forming in prepubescent
         heads, the ban was generally dressed up as a health and safety issue.
      

      
      ‘What would happen if you smashed a window? The glass could fly out and take someone’s eye out. Have you thought about that?’

      
      Kids, however, are not easily dissuaded. Other forms of competition would quickly spring up to replace the banished ball game. So when the pupils’ attention turned to conkers, they had to be banned. Cricket bats were confiscated the moment
         they appeared in the yard, and when the boys tried instead to play foot cricket, tennis balls were added to the proscribed
         list. Soon they were joined by marbles, top-trump cards and skipping ropes (‘Can you imagine what might happen if someone slipped
         and fell on to that thing while it’s being swung about?’).
      

      
      It was hard work for this modern day Gradgrind, competition could emerge anywhere, at any time. She had to be particularly
         vigilant come the summer term, when thoughts of parents and children turn to a hardy annual of the school calendar. The first
         year Hugo was at the school, I innocently asked the head when sports day would be.
      

      
      ‘We don’t have a sports day,’ she said, looking down at me as if I had just asked when the local branch of the KKK were scheduled
         to hold their annual cross-burning rally. ‘At this school we have a non-competitive team activities morning.’
      

      
      The non-competitive team activities morning took place on one of the few open spaces in the borough. For days before Hugo
         had been talking about nothing else, daydreaming of breasting the tape in triumph. When I arrived to watch one of my children
         in sporting action for the first time, it was clear he wasn’t the only one excited by the prospect. The place was awash with
         children’s activity. Small people were tearing round all over the place, playing tag, attempting to climb trees, hitting each
         other with sticks: it was a cheering sight. On one patch of ground, a girl in the top year was stretching and warming up.
         She looked like Denise Lewis must have done as an eleven-year-old: floaty, graceful, legs like a gazelle. On her feet she had sprinter’s spikes, and she was practising her starts, bursting away from imagined blocks with
         mesmerising athleticism. I thought, I’m looking forward to watching her in the team relay.
      

      
      Soon, though, the head teacher’s bossy tones were wafting across the grass.

      
      ‘Right, children,’ she shouted through a loudhailer she carried with her. ‘Let’s all form into our teams.’

      
      Each team had been given a name. Not Bulls or Sharks or Lightning, obviously. Not even England, Scotland and Wales. Not even
         Cuba, Angola and North Korea. No, these were teams named after historical feminist figures: Rosa Parks, Emmeline Pankhurst, Germaine
         Greer. I asked Hugo what team he was in and he said he thought he was in the wolves. It was Wollstonecraft. Still, he remained
         full of anticipation as he lined up with his team that mixed older and younger pupils, each looking forward to the fun ahead.
      

      
      From the first task, though, it was clear this was no sports day as remembered by the parents dotted round the field’s edge. There
         were no dashes or darts, no sprints or scurries. There was nothing three-legged, no hopping, skipping or jumping and definitely
         no sacks. Instead, in their teams, the children had to undertake a series of ten short relays: ferrying water in small plastic
         tubes and pouring it into a bucket, say, or putting bricks into colour-coded lines. Running was discouraged (‘You might fall
         over and hurt yourself,’ the head teacher explained), so they just had to walk through their event.
      

      
      Soon the older children were hanging about at the back of their lines looking bored, neither challenged nor stretched. As
         they stood there, the teachers were cooing about how well everyone was doing.
      

      
      ‘Isn’t it good to see nobody losing?’ I overheard one teacher say, apparently oblivious to the disappointment and frustration brewing all round.
      

      
      As things progressed, it became ever more obvious that the non-competitive team challenge was about as popular with the children
         as an outbreak of mumps. Some would do the tasks with ostentatious ease, their every splosh of water into the bucket a sarcastic
         gloss on the whole event. Others were deliberately messing things up, putting their legs into the sleeves of blouses in the
         dressing-up game, or failing to stack the bricks in the build-a-wall relay. Several of the older girls had taken themselves
         away completely and were sitting under a tree exchanging gossip.
      

      
      I looked around for the young sprinter and saw she had made her way to the head of her team line, squatting down ready to
         burst forward to put on a pair of cowboy trousers. I wasn’t the only one who had seen her and, before she could launch herself
         towards her costume, the head teacher asked her what on earth she thought she was doing. The question was picked up by the
         loud-hailer the woman carried and echoed, accusingly, round the field.
      

      
      ‘I’m getting down for a start,’ the girl said. ‘Means you go quicker and that.’

      
      ‘Well, don’t do that, Malika, there’s no need to run,’ said the head, as if addressing a three-year-old.‘And what on earth
         have you got on your feet?’
      

      
      ‘Running spikes.’

      
      ‘Well, take them off. We don’t use that sort of thing here.’

      
      In other countries, a talent like hers would have been nurtured, treasured. But in an inner London school in 1994, it was
         dismissed as a social embarrassment, the equivalent of picking your nose in public. The girl took off her shoes and carefully put them over to one side before rejoining the back of the line. She slunk there, her hips at a surly
         angle, disdain in her eyes. Far from offering encouragement to help develop her natural ability, here was the girl’s educational
         mentor telling her that her skill was unwanted, worthless. And then we wonder why Britain does not produce its share of athletes.
      

      
      The head teacher, loudhailer in hand, though, seemed oblivious to the pain she had just inflicted and strode through the disappointed,
         distracted, uninterested throng as if she had in her possession the very key to youthful nirvana. As she walked through the
         teams, trilling about how marvellously everyone had done, kids would ask her continually: ‘Who’s winning?’ It didn’t matter
         how many times she answered, ‘That’s not why we are here, as far as we’re concerned everyone is doing equally brilliantly’,
         some child would always come back with a ‘Yes, but which team’s winning?’ Eventually, as the last dribble of water had been
         poured into a bucket and the last coloured bar placed in its properly coordinated, coded position, she announced that it was
         all over. Immediately a chorus of voices chirruped:‘Who’s won?’She ignored them, brushing aside the torrent of questions. Everyone,
         she announced, would receive a sticker for doing so well and everyone should be congratulated on completing the tasks together.
         It was all about teams, she insisted, working together, not against each other.
      

      
      Before she could hand out the stickers, an intrepid parent came forward and asked if there would be that traditional staple
         of the school sports day: the parents’ race.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think so,’ she said.‘We don’t go in for that sort of thing at this school.’

      
      So, someone else asked, would there be any races at all? 
      

      
      ‘No races, no,’ she said.

      
      This provoked the sort of groan from the assembled children that not even she could misconstrue. They must have heard its low
         rumble in Sheffield.
      

      
      ‘Please, can we have some races?’ the older ones begged. A couple of the parents joined in the chorus. Within a second, a
         forest fire of pleading had broken out, children asking for races all round the field. But the head teacher was unswayed.
      

      
      ‘We’ve finished for this morning, thank you.’

      
      Eventually one of the teachers pointed out that there were some tennis balls used in a sorting game and there were spoons
         for the carrying-sand relay. Maybe we could have an egg-and-spoon race?
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Puh-lease,’ chorused the children.

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Just this one race,’ said the other teacher. ‘We’ve got the time.’

      
      Finally, with a shirty tut, the head teacher relented.

      
      ‘OK, by popular demand we’ll have an egg-and-spoon challenge.’

      
      It was as if someone had just switched on the electricity. There was excited chatter everywhere. The girls came over from under
         the trees asking what was going down. Children began to pick up the spoons and tennis balls to practise their technique. And
         me, I took Hugo to one side and showed him how to hold them.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ I said. ‘Just keep your thumb on the back of the ball. That way it won’t fall off, see.’

      
      ‘OK, Dad,’ he said.

      
      His race was the third one. In the first two, the noise was huge as the children and parents cheered on their favourites. Competition had broken out and you could feel its power coursing round the field. But despite the encouragement,
         nobody could quite master the balance of ball on spoon. No matter how much they stuck out their tongues to aid concentration,
         no matter whether they dashed off or took their time, the ball would just keep slipping off. I nodded at Hugo. He nodded back.
         When it was his turn, I watched him line up with a growing sense of optimism.
      

      
      ‘Ready, steady, go,’ shouted one of the teachers (the head was standing aloof from the fray, ostentatiously not getting involved,
         the loudhailer hanging down by her side).
      

      
      And off Hugo went. As the others in the race were almost immediately picking up balls tumbling from spoons, Hugo streaked
         away, heading easily and smoothly towards the finishing line, a winner all the way. The fact that his left hand was cupped
         over his tennis ball holding it firmly into place a mere detail.
      

      
      ‘Stop, stop,’ the head teacher, suddenly taking an interest, shouted through her megaphone. ‘Hugo, what on earth are you doing?’

      
      She marched over to Hugo.

      
      ‘Why are you holding the ball with your hand? Just explain why you were you doing that?’

      
      And my son, rightly, told her what had happened, his tiny voice picked up by the loudhailer brandished in front of his mouth
         and echoing across the field.
      

      
      ‘That’s how my dad told me to hold it,’ he said.

      
      At which the head teacher looked at me, accusingly, disappointedly, angrily. She could not have looked more unhappy if I had
         just exposed myself. But in a sense I had. From now on the die was cast: I was a competitive dad.
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      It’s started, then

      
      Early Sunday morning and the phone is ringing for the third time. It is Paul’s mum.

      
      ‘What time’s the game?’ she says.

      
      ‘We’re at home. Meet at ten,’ I say. ‘I’m sure I told Paul at training.’

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah, no, that’s what he thought you’d said,’ she says. ‘But you know. Best to check.’

      
      I put the phone down and look at the clock. It’s 8.45. There is no point going back to bed and anyway I’ve been awake since
         about six, my mind crammed with formations and permutations, substitutions and possibilities. I’ve already had an internal
         debate about tactics (should we start with the best team? Or should we lull the opposition into a false sense of security
         by keeping Lee on the touchline then unleashing him, say, twenty minutes in?). I’ve rehearsed my half-time talk (roughly,
         ‘Give it to Lee’). And I’ve told myself not to get involved if their parent linesman turns out to be flag-happy (after all, we
         don’t want another incident like the one at Cranford last year so early in the new season).
      

      
      
      I wander back into the bedroom to find some clothes and knock over something that skittles across the floor.

      
      ‘It’s started, then,’ says a voice from within the bed.

      
      ‘Yeah. Sorry.’

      
      ‘I’ll be glad when it’s over,’ the voice says.

      
      ‘It’s the first game of the season.’

      
      ‘Exactly.’

      
      The phone rings again.

      
      ‘Howzit, it’s Hamish, what time’s kick-off?’

      
      ‘We’re at home, meet at ten,’ I say. ‘I thought I sent you an email.’

      
      ‘Did you? Oh, OK, I haven’t checked my emails for a couple of days. Anyhow, see you there.’

      
      I put the receiver down, return to the bedroom, manage not to knock anything over and restart the search for my trousers.
         The phone rings. That’ll be Hamish again.
      

      
      ‘It’s Hamish again. Sorry. Forgot to say: any chance you could pick Fraser and me up? Only Susie needs the car this morning.
         Tesco’s.’
      

      
      ‘Sure,’ I say.

      
      I find my trousers, wondering whether it might be time to wake Barney up. He is never at his best first thing in the morning,
         so I decide to leave it, let him get those last couple of moments’ sleep in the hope it might make a difference. I’m just
         about to go into the kitchen as Hugo, eighteen and gadabout, comes out.
      

      
      ‘Morning, you’re up early,’ I say to him, yet to latch on to the fact that he’s fully clothed, still wearing the stuff I’d
         seen him in the night before.
      

      
      ‘I’ve just got back,’ he says. ‘What are you doing?’

      
      ‘Football,’ I say. ‘Season’s starting today. Want to come and watch?’

      
      ‘Nah,’ he says, ‘I’m just off to bed. See you.’

      
      
      ‘Want a cup of tea?’ I say, hoping to detain him for a few seconds of conversation.

      
      ‘No, I’m all right.’

      
      I make a cup for myself and, sitting at the kitchen table, start to write out today’s team. I do this a lot. Most of my notebooks
         have a couple of pages of line-ups somewhere. I was once interviewing a leading manager and my book fell open at a page of
         scribbled formations. I caught a glimpse of him looking at the line-ups and felt moved to explain: ‘Teams. I coach boys’ football.
         I expect you write out teams all the time too.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ he replied.

      
      On this occasion, though, rather than write out the team, I realise it’s quicker to list those who aren’t available. So I
         do. Rory: still on holiday. Franz: suffering from growing pains. Adam: playing cricket. Mark: it’s his weekend with his dad
         in Reading. Luke: got repetitive strain injury in his wrist from playing on the PlayStation. It is not, I think, a list of
         selection issues likely to detain Arsène Wenger or Rafa Benitez. Except for the PlayStation one, obviously.
      

      
      I then scribble the team down and find I’ve only got ten players. I can’t work that out. There are sixteen in the squad and
         five aren’t available. I run through the list again: just ten. I check the names: Max, Gio, Tim, Kal, Jamie, Paul, Fraser,
         Lee, Ryan and Faisal. That’s ten, however you look at it, even if you turn the page upside down, which I do a couple of times.
         I go upstairs, get out my file of registration cards each player requires to play in league matches and try to work out who
         it is that is missing. It is a bit of a nostalgia trip, flicking through the cards. They date from the season we came together
         as a team when the boys were just eight. There’s a photo on each of the cards and here’s Kal, our now prematurely mature skipper, without a moustache. Here’s Tim, our six-foot-something centre
         back, just a little boy. And look at Barney. I study the picture of him grinning at the camera, three gaps on his top row
         where teeth should have been, that sweatshirt he wore all the time, even when he went to bed. He is so small he is having
         to strain upwards in the photo booth to get his whole face in the frame. It only seems like last week that he looked like
         that and now he’s nearly fourteen, an adolescent, approaching my height, with hormones and growth spurts and an uncanny ability
         to make any room he sleeps in smell of gerbils. I smile and put the cards back. Then it occurs to me who the missing player
         is: it’s Barney. Bloody hell, I’ve forgotten my own son.
      

      
      I go into his room. When he was a baby, I could spend ages just looking at him sleeping. He had this habit of suddenly sighing
         deep and long as if all the cares of the world were piled upon his nappy-clad form, whereas in reality all he had to worry
         about was whether his milk would arrive on time. I used to hang on after I’d kissed his forehead, just waiting for that sigh.
      

      
      Today, thirteen and a bit years on, Barney is lying on his back, legs splayed, hands clasped fast to his groin, mouth open. There
         is a vague smell of gerbils in the room.
      

      
      ‘Barns,’ I say. ‘Wake up. It’s past nine. I’ll put your kit out.’

      
      I go to his cupboard and begin the search. It is packed in there, jungle-like, dense with T-shirts and jeans and hoodies,
         at least three quarters of which are now way too small for him. Rifling through the detritus, moving aside trousers that these
         days hang about three inches above his ankle bone, shirts with buttons that no longer reach across his chest, that eight-year-old’s
         sweatshirt that’s still being given cupboard room because his mother can’t bear to throw it out, there is no sign of a red-and-white-striped football top,
         black shorts or two black socks. Never mind a pair of shin pads.
      

      
      ‘Any idea where your kit is?’ I say.

      
      ‘Er … ?’

      
      ‘Your kit.’

      
      ‘In the wash?’

      
      This is an exchange conducted without any evidence whatsoever that one of the participants is awake.

      
      ‘Barns, you’d better get up.’

      
      ‘Sorry?’

      
      I head downstairs and start rummaging through the laundry basket. With three teenagers in the house, it is no minor task.
         His kit is at the bottom, beneath the crusty and the encrusted, the scuddy and the skiddy. When the team first started, we
         used to keep all the shirts together in one big bag to prevent them going astray and had a rota among parents to wash them.
         The idea had been abandoned when Sanjay, Kal’s dad, turned up one Sunday, very apologetic.
      

      
      ‘They were very muddy, so Gita thought she’d better put them through the boil wash,’ he said. He then pulled from the bag
         a shirt. Its red and white stripes had merged into a single, delicate shade of pink.
      

      
      ‘Are they all … ?’ I said.

      
      He nodded: ‘I’m afraid so.’

      
      For small boys, pink proved not to be a comfortable colour.

      
      ‘It’s because we all look like girls,’ Fraser had said, by way of tactical analysis, after one sorry defeat. The pink look
         lasted three more matches before it was decided to invest in a new outfit. And after that everyone became responsible for their own stuff. As a solution this was still not wholly satisfactory. Luke contrived to lose his after only
         one game and had to spend the next two seasons pretty in pink. As it happens, in Barney’s case, there was a never a chance
         of the colours running for the simple reason his kit never seems to get washed. He is either wearing it, or by some unspoken,
         unproven law of laundry, it finds its way to the nether reaches of the basket, where it remains unattended until the next
         time it is needed.
      

      
      When I finally find it, unwisely I sniff the shirt: gerbils. I spray a bit of his brother’s Lynx on it. I sniff it again.
         I’m not sure if this constitutes improvement. I take the kit upstairs.
      

      
      ‘Barns, you up?’

      
      ‘When’s the game?’

      
      ‘Ten. Sorted your boots?’

      
      ‘Who we playing?’

      
      ‘Littlebourne. Have you done your boots?’

      
      ‘God, my mouth’s really parched.’

      
      ‘Your boots? Done them?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      I’ve been awake for hours, but somehow, as always seems to happen on a Sunday morning, we are now running late. I dash about
         collecting balls, first aid kit, pump to pump up the balls, shin pads, spare keeper’s gloves in case Max forgets his, players’
         registration cards, mobile, car keys, pen, bibs, cones, water bottles. Plus Barney’s boots, which still have the rugby studs
         in them. I find his football studs in a drawer and hand boots, studs and spanner to him as we scramble out of the door.
      

      
      ‘You need to rehydrate,’ I say. ‘Get some water down you. And have you eaten anything? Have a banana.’
      

      
      It’s nearly ten as I pile everything into the car: balls, bags, bottles, banana, Barney. We dash up the road to the club,
         for once slowing in time as we pass the speed camera stationed strategically behind a huge tree, an item which has caught
         me in a Sunday-morning ambush at least twice over the years.
      

      
      We moved out of London ten years ago to one of the once distinct small cities on its borders that are daily being sucked closer
         to the sprawl. The club is in one of the plusher ends of town, in a park next door to a graveyard. A couple of years back,
         the council sent us notice to quit as they needed the open space to expand the yard; apparently they were running short of
         grave-space. There was a flurry of opposition from the swanky houses that flank the park, whose occupants came up with the
         neat rallying call of ‘Facilities for the living, not the dead’. There was a public protest on the field, when a few of the
         lads turned up in full kit and mixed with a couple of placard-waving residents and the local MP. Someone said that the council
         would need even more space when everyone dies through being overweight because they can’t play football; with decision-making
         like that, coffins can only get bigger. Everyone laughed and we made a lot of noise (rather more, you imagine, than the council’s
         intended new tenants) and it was on the regional news. Without wishing to suggest that the council’s thought process is dependent
         on what is on the BBC’s 6.30 p.m. bulletin, soon afterwards the graveyard expansion plans were put on hold.
      

      
      The campaign victory was the one occasion in the history of the club where its members have found common cause with the locals.
         Normally, the two parties are locked in semi-permanent verbal warfare about everything, but mainly the parking. You can understand why those who live nearby get upset: Sunday morning is the one time
         their expensively purchased silence is compromised.
      

      
      There are three matches on this morning and already the road is filled with vehicles. Out of dozens of cars are pouring small
         boys and larger parents. Some parents are carrying enough kit for a month-long expedition to the Hindu Kush: flasks, folding
         chairs, gazebos, video cameras. Dogs and grandparents and younger siblings tag along. Just outside the clubhouse, a new SUV
         the size of a Chieftain tank has double-parked, its hazard warning lights flashing as if to legitimise the obstruction it
         is causing. A woman with Ray-Bans perched on top of a flourish of blonde hair opens the back door and a boy steps out. She
         kisses him on both cheeks.
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