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To Mum, Dad and Ben

Who’d have thought?
I couldn’t have done any of this without you
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FOREWORD


For Beth Mead and the Lionesses, lifting a European trophy at Wembley wasn’t a dream come true – because they never thought it would be possible.


They come from a generation of girls that had to search for football, a generation that was stopped from playing with boys at a certain age, and which was bullied and told girls shouldn’t play football. But they ended up achieving something that was beyond any of their wildest dreams, giving us all memories that will last for ever.


I’ll never get tired of saying, ‘England women, European champions!’


I get goosebumps thinking about that Women’s Euros final at Wembley and all of England’s games and goals in the lead-up to that special and important moment.


Without Beth, England wouldn’t have been in that final. From the first game to the last, she was ruthless and dangerous.


I loved it all, from that first moment at Old Trafford when Beth chipped her Arsenal teammate Manuela Zinsberger in front of 70,000 people, to the semi-final, when her goal broke the tense deadlock in Sheffield, easing everyone’s nerves, especially those of us in the pundits’ booth! She’s one of those players where you feel like something is always going to happen – she’s going to try something; she’s going to make a difference. I love working with players with that ability – the ability to change and influence a game in a few moments. Beth has always had that skill, whether she’s out wide or drifting into the box; during that tournament, you always felt that if we got the ball to Beth, something was going to happen.


There was a fire within Beth at the Euros, and it spread through the entire team.


Belief is so important in football. I always needed coaches and teammates who believed in me, who trusted me. Since Beth got that belief from Arsenal manager Jonas Eidevall and England’s head coach Sarina Wiegman, she’s been unstoppable.


There was a moment I knew Beth had gone up a gear – it was at the Emirates Stadium in September 2021. I’d watched Beth play plenty of times before, but that game felt different. Arsenal had a new manager and new players, a few of whom were pushing Beth for a place in the starting line-up. She was coming off the back of a frustrating summer where she’d fallen out of the England squad and missed out on the Tokyo Olympic Games. There was a lot of pressure on her, but she didn’t let it faze her, and in the opening weekend of the Women’s Super League season, Beth blew Chelsea apart.


She scored two incredible goals against the league champions and Champions League finalists like it was a pre-season friendly. The ease with which she slipped the ball past Ann-Katrin Berger, who was at that point one of the best goalkeepers in the world, was incredible. Beth had so much confidence and looked like a completely different player to the one who had been at Arsenal for four years. I remember thinking – we need to see this version of Beth more consistently.


I was impressed and excited that day, being an Arsenal and England fan, but I was also just so pleased for her. I sent her a message straight after that game and let her know just how good she had been and she replied, ‘Thanks legend.’ Little did she know, she was on the way to becoming a legend herself.


On the pitch, Beth has swagger and attitude that the opposition fear, but off the pitch, she’s a sweet, warm and calm person. There have been plenty of times when things haven’t gone her way, from injury to team selection, but Beth has remained determined. Attackers need a certain level of arrogance; you’ll try something and it won’t come off but you have to try it again – Beth has that in abundance. That belief is core to the player and person she is.


Beth’s determination comes from what she had to go through as a young girl playing football. Like so many of the Lionesses, she grew up playing with boys and had to travel far and wide to play. Her mum had to work an extra job to cover the cost of petrol, and when she moved from playing in a village team to Middlesbrough Girls’ Centre of Excellence, she struggled to make the step up and admitted to crying every week because it was so tough. With the support of her parents and coaches, Beth began to fly, and when times are tough, she draws on those moments and lets them drive her. Even though she’s known for her goal-scoring ability, it’s her work rate that has always impressed me. She is one of the best pressers in the WSL and that’s what has really elevated her game over the last few years.


What Beth delivered in 2021 and 2022 is almost unheard of. I can think of only a few players who have come close to doing what she did: Wayne Rooney, who headed into Euro 2004 on top of the world and lit up the tournament until sadly getting injured in the quarter-final against Portugal, maybe Gazza at the 1990 World Cup, and Kelly Smith, who scored thirty goals in thirty-four games for Arsenal in their quadruple-winning season.


It takes someone special to consistently deliver at such a level for ten months.


Beth was a runaway train last season, too – nothing could get in her way. Just before the end of the campaign, as Arsenal pushed Chelsea all the way to the last day, I sent Beth a message, a few days after Arsenal had demolished Aston Villa 7–0 and Beth had scored, and told her, ‘A goal every game, that’s your level now. I will make the noise if you do the work.’ I didn’t need to remind her because she knew 2022 would be the year her game rose to another level and the whole world was going to stand up and take notice.


I’m so proud of Beth as a person and a player. To do what she did on arguably the biggest stage in a highly pressured home tournament; I can’t help but smile when I think about it. Not only the Golden Boot winner but also the Player of the Tournament – achieving that individually whilst part of a group that achieved something remarkable. It’s special. I can’t wait to see what she’s going to do next because there’s absolutely no limit to her ability. She has proved she can be the best in the world and given us memories that will last a lifetime.


Ian Wright
Former Arsenal and England forward
September 2022





PROLOGUE



My stomach heaves and twists with nerves. I jiggle my legs, hammer my fingers against the countertop, pace the front room. I want to lock my phone away. I feel jittery. Caged.


I’d been out the previous evening for my birthday, to the Snug Bar in St Albans. I’d turned twenty-six and all of my Arsenal teammates had turned up to surprise me. We’d had a great night, but in the back of my mind, I’d felt a little restless and uneasy, and I had for a few days.


The Team GB squad for that summer’s Tokyo Olympics would be announced any day. I fear, being honest with myself, that my chances are on the slim side.


For a few months now, I’ve felt like my face hasn’t fit at England. Importantly for Team GB, I’ve felt like my face hasn’t fit with Hege Riise, who is the England interim boss following the departure of Phil Neville and also the head coach for the Olympics.


Hege was considered one of the best footballers of her generation and won a gold medal herself for Norway at the 2000 Summer Olympics in Sydney. That made her one of the very small number of women to have won the Olympics, the World Cup and the Euros. Two decades on, my Olympic dreams are in her hands.


Hege had dropped me for her first England squad, for a game against Northern Ireland in February. In the media, she had said that the scouting report into me hadn’t been good enough. A few days after the squad announcement, she called me back in as a late replacement.


I knew how to handle the ups and downs of a football career, but I hated that training camp. I was played out of position in practice games, didn’t play in the match, was never given a chance to prove myself – and I don’t think they wanted to let me. I felt like a spare part, like they didn’t want me, and it weighed heavily on my shoulders as I returned to Arsenal. My confidence was seeping away.


It doesn’t bode well for the Olympics, I think, churning it all over in my mind months later, but I have to remain hopeful. I have daydreamed about playing beneath those five interlocking rings for as long as I can remember. It would mean so much to be an Olympian.


My phone shudders across the table and lights up with Jordan Nobbs’s name. It’s 10am. How can it only be 10am? Jordan is my Arsenal teammate and has been one of my closest confidantes ever since we met as teenagers playing for Sunderland almost ten years earlier. Like me, she’s hoping to make her first Olympics – even more so after missing the 2019 World Cup with an ACL injury.


‘I’ve just got a call from Hege,’ she starts. I stop pacing. My racing thoughts snap to a halt. ‘She told me I’m not going to the Olympics. I’m not even a reserve.’


Shit, I think. If I get a phonecall from Hege today, that’s it. My Olympic dream will be over before it’s even started.


After commiserating with Jordan, I spend the next few hours feeling more restless than I’ve ever felt before. My nerves are taut, shredded to within an inch of their life. I stalk the front room. I make endless cups of tea and coffee and leave them to go cold. I cycle through TV channels with glazed eyes, barely registering anything. What I do know is I really, really don’t want to look at my phone.


It’s close to 5pm when I get the call. Hege Riise. My heart plunges.


‘I’m just ringing to let you know that you’re not going to the Olympics,’ she says. She’s brisk, brief, to the point. ‘Let my assistant know if you’d like a one-to-one conversation about why you’re not going.’


I feel raw, flayed. Tears race down my cheeks. The call with Hege the next day does little to improve my mood and I’m left with the feeling that she’s making excuses. She tells me that I’m too aggressive, and it hits me like a sucker punch. I’ve always been told that I play my best football when I’m angry and when I’ve got a point to prove. It stings. It’s like who I am as a player is being ripped apart.


The squad is announced the next day. I still think I deserve a place.


I don’t like the person I become over the next few weeks. I feel bitter and full of darkness. I’m in a lonely place. I feel like the Olympics have been taken from me. I struggle to process the situation. I want to totally shut out the world. Months later, I’ll look back and wonder if I was depressed.


I love all of those players, but because of how I’ve left things with Hege, I don’t want her to do well.


That’s not who I am. I struggle with those thoughts. And I struggle with becoming this darker, moodier version of myself who feels so far removed from who I’ve always been. I hate that this is how I feel. But I can’t deny these feelings.


I lose count of the number of times I return from training with Arsenal to find that Team GB have won. I feel blasé, indifferent, and that’s how I ghost through much of the month. On 30 July, I leave for training with Team GB leading Australia 2–1 in the semi-finals and get home to find that Australia have come from behind to win 4–3. They’ve been knocked out and come away with nothing. The torture, the what-ifs, the agonising over the difference I think I could have made, is finally all over. Then I feel awful, and guilty, and the cycle starts all over again. Is this how I’m meant to be feeling? What does this make me?


I return for pre-season with Arsenal with the anger and injustice still bristling inside me – but changed. Over the summer, I’d felt depressed; now I’m determined to prove everyone wrong.


My teammates can tell that I’m in my own head when I bludgeon my way through the running drills.


Shit to all this, I think. I start as I mean to go on. Be better. Be balanced. You’re good at what you do. You’re good at football, and you wouldn’t be here, playing for one of the best teams in the country, in England’s only professional women’s football league, otherwise. You need to get over it all. You’re twenty-six and you’re being this childish?


Our new manager, Jonas Eidevall, arrives a little while later. He’s an intense man. When he speaks, he looks right into your eyes, his gaze boring into yours. I find it intimidating initially, but I don’t shirk his eye contact. In fact, I feel a comfort with him immediately because we are on the same wavelength.


About most things.


‘I want you to come to the next level,’ he says one day. ‘You have the ability to be one of the best wingers in the world. You can be a Ballon d’Or nominee.’


I splutter, roll my eyes. Thanks, I think, but really? His words don’t feel prophetic. I don’t know what he sees.


But back then, I don’t know what’s around the corner. I don’t know of the news to come that will shatter my world. I don’t know of the moments on the pitch that will help me put it back together again. I don’t know that I’m soon to experience more glory and more despair in eleven months than in any other year of my life. And I don’t know how deeply, how suddenly, it will change not only the way I see the world, but the entire future of women’s football.
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Disrupting the Class


Botham’s tea room on Skinner Street is Whitby’s best bakery. Tucked away just a few streets from Whitby Beach and the West Pier, it’s been part of the town for more than one hundred and fifty years and has been passed down through five generations of the Botham family.


After the Euros, on a trip back home before another England camp, Botham’s was the first place my family and I visited. After sharing a Stottie – a ten-inch soft bread bun that you split between four, traditional to the north of England and stuffed with our fillings of choice – I had a Chocolate Japonaise. That’s two almond and hazelnut macaroon meringue biscuits, sandwiched together with buttercream and covered in chocolate sprinkles. They’re only available during certain parts of the year, as are the strawberry tarts. My other favourite is the traffic light, a shortbread biscuit with red, amber and green buttercream running through it.


Botham’s is special to me because it played a role in getting my parents together. My dad, Richard Mead, worked in the Botham’s branch in Baxtergate. Once Whitby’s main shopping area, it is further inland than the Skinner Street shop. There was a nightclub nearby and Dad would begin his shift in Botham’s at 2am, the same time my mum, June, would be leaving the nightclub with all her friends. My parents had met at a party a few years earlier but Mum hadn’t been all that interested in Dad. They were both still teenagers then. In the weeks and months that followed, Dad would watch and wave through Botham’s shop window until he plucked up the courage to ask her out at a dance in 1986. The Wilson Arms was an inn in Whitby that held a disco every Saturday night and was, my parents say, the place to be. They married on 30 September 1989, two days after Mum’s birthday.


I’m very much inspired by my parents, their journey together and the love they still share. To this day, they’re still like little children. I know I’ve been very lucky to grow up with two parents who have not only always been present, but remain very much in love with their families and each other. I truly cherish that. I know not everyone’s so lucky.


I was born on 9 May 1995 in Whitby and lived in Runswick, a cliffside village in the Scarborough borough of North Yorkshire, seven miles north of Whitby. Our house on Nettledale Close gave way to a cul-de-sac but, by following the main road, we could be at the sea in a couple of minutes.


Runswick is half a mile from Hinderwell, the village further inland that we’ll move to when I turn eleven. Both villages, and those around them, are the kind of places people tend to describe as having more sheep than people. Runswick has a population of just over two thousand people and Hinderwell’s is a few hundred less. My first football matches were often backdropped by fields filled with sheep, and my first school, Oakridge Community Primary School, almost slips into the fields, hills and heather of the North Yorkshire Moors. The area has changed since then, largely due to the 2001 outbreak of foot and mouth that saw farmers across the country having to slaughter their animals to try and stop the disease from spreading. Many locals lost their businesses. Barely any farmers in those villages keep sheep now.


Hinderwell, in particular, is a small village. You can walk from one side to the other in just a few minutes, and the community is close as a result. My godmother’s house is a few doors down from where my parents live now. My grandmother on Mum’s side – Grandma Dotty, who we all call Ninny – lives around the corner.


By all accounts, I was an easy baby. I would never take a warm bottle, which saved my parents some work, and I’d sit in my cot happily feeding myself. When I’d finished, I’d throw the bottle on the floor. Mum and Dad would hear the thud, come into my room to check on me and find me sleeping soundly. Maybe all that was an early sign of my strong will and independent streak, and Dad says I took some tiring out before they could even think about putting me to bed. That’s why Dad, starting when I was two, would kick a football to me every night in the hallway. I’d kick it back. Left foot, right foot. Left foot, right foot. Over and over and over until my eyelids began to close and my head started to droop, then Dad scooped me up to take me to bed. I wonder, looking back, if Mum hated us wrecking the house, because I can remember the door shaking and rattling when the ball smacked against it – just as, twenty-five years later, the goal netting will balloon and bulge for me for England.


Mum was grateful for my strength the day we were surrounded by swans on a family holiday to Windermere. She had steered me down to the shoreline in my pushchair to show me the boats when the swans began to make their way up the pebbled beach. As they closed in on us, Mum panicked and dashed backwards. One particularly vicious one stepped into the space she’d left and was inches away from my pushchair. Mum covered her eyes in panic. When she opened them, she saw a swan writhing and quacking with my hand closed around its neck. Mum was screaming for help, too afraid to move, while I made friends with the local wildlife. This incident became a family joke for many years. ‘Fancy leaving your daughter to fend for herself,’ we’d say to Mum.


When I was three, Mum fell pregnant with my brother. Around this time, I developed an imaginary friend. His name was Wesley. To this day, none of us know where that name came from, but I took looking after Wesley very seriously. Mum and Dad simply had to set a place at the table for him, else I’d get really upset. If one of them sat in the wrong place, I’d sit bolt upright in panic, shrieking, ‘You’re sitting on Wesley!’ Whenever we left the house, I made Mum put his seatbelt on for him and bring a book for him to read and toys for him to play with. But the day Ben was born, Wesley disappeared. I never mentioned him again. I had a new man in my life.


Ben and I never argued or fell out, even though I loved to wind him up. Mum has a picture of us both from a family wedding and it’s a favourite because it sums up our relationship to a tee. Sadly, it’s faded now, but you can still make us out: me in a bridesmaid’s dress and him in a page-boy outfit. Ben had chicken pox that day, and if the photo is anything to go by, I was the epitome of sympathy. I grip his wrist tightly, smirking slyly. Ben is crying. I’ve no idea what I wanted him to do, but I was always dragging him places and ordering him about. Ben was far quieter and probably acquiesced for an easy life.


The most traumatic moment of Ben’s early life came during the Christmas our parents bought him a remote-controlled robot. It should have been right up his street, but he was terrified of it. This, of course, thrilled me. I’d put it on the floor and watch it stomp from one end of the living room to the other while Ben wept on the sofa, his feet tucked against his chest, refusing to leave the couch.


Mum and Dad didn’t believe in grounding kids – what was the point of trapping either of us in our rooms when we needed to be socialised? – but they raised us well. Dad was a touch softer and, for that reason, I was more of a daddy’s girl growing up. I knew he was the lenient one and that I’d be able to wangle my way out of things far more easily than I would with Mum. Mum was, and still is, a higher-level teaching assistant at St Joseph’s School in Loftus and was probably wise to all the tricks that kids like me tried to pull. Dad worked on the machines team at the Boulby potash mine for most of my childhood.


Mum says now that I was a nightmare of a kid. I prefer to think that I kept her on her toes. I was so strong-willed and liked to blaze my own trail. This started fairly early with a trip to B&Q, and a story so mortifying that I cannot believe she continues to tell it to people …


My parents were redecorating the bathroom. They probably went to B&Q filled with excitement at the prospect of looking at tiles and paint samples. They were also potty-training me. I can’t imagine the terror that gripped June Mead when she heard the words: ‘Mummy! I’ve finished!’ and turned around to find me bent over, bum in the air ready for her to wipe, and a present left for her in the show toilet.


Shopping with me didn’t get much easier as I grew older. I loved to vanish, but Mum and Dad never had to look too far to find me. They would hear a giggle and a rustle, then see me hiding beneath the clothes rack. While Mum was picking out my school uniform, I’d slide the different size cubes from the hooks of the coathangers and either swap them around or slip them in my pocket. I’d rattle out of the shopping centre and Mum would stand there incredulously as I tipped my haul into her hand.


‘Why do you even need all these?’ she’d gasp.


In those early days in Runswick, Dad used to tell me that I had glass ankles. He’d be milling about the house then come outside to find I’d fallen off the kerb and was lying in the cul- de-sac waiting for someone to rescue me. I was always fine, but it’s funny that, after my big move to Arsenal in 2017, I had to do a month of rehab before I could get going because I had … an ankle injury. Maybe some things never change.


I’d always been the kind of kid to jump in first and worry if it was a good idea later. I ruined one family caravan holiday by sticking my big toe through the grilles of a disposable barbecue just because my dad told me it was too hot to touch. The toe ballooned right away into weeping blisters and I spent the rest of the holiday waddling around in flip flops. We went on scores of caravan holidays, hopping between the Haven holiday parks in Yorkshire. Mum still has my certificate from Primrose Valley in Filey for joining in with the activities in the Tiger Club, the kids’ club run by the mascot Rory the Tiger.


When I was five, Mum enrolled me in ballet classes because she thought they would help with my coordination. Once a week, she would take me to St Hilda’s Farm, a gable-fronted detached house that has since been converted into a boutique hotel but which used to be home to Mrs Francis and her family. They lived on one floor but had turned the other into a dance studio. What had been the front room had a wall of mirrors at one end and a ballet bar at the other. The next room was the parents’ waiting area, where my mum probably spent most of her time wondering why she bothered.


I was bored out of my mind. I didn’t understand what we were doing, and I didn’t really want to. The terminology – arabesque, relevé, second position – flew way over my head, and I quickly went from future prima ballerina to destructive force. I would faff around in the back row, totally ignoring the ballet mistress, who would drag me out by my wrist and take me to Mum.


‘She’s disrupting the class, again,’ she would say. ‘The girls aren’t concentrating because Beth’s distracting them all.’


‘I paid £3.50 for this class!’ Mum would reply. ‘Get her back in there!’


Mum persisted, even though she knew I hated it. I hated the leotard. I hated the tutu. I hated my ballet shoes. Most of all, I hated that it was all so slow. There just wasn’t enough going on to keep me focused and entertained. In the end, Mum had to bribe me to take my ballet exam. I can’t have been so bad, though, because at some point they put me on the stage for a dance recital at Whitby Pavilion, a theatre that sits right on the edge of the cliffs near the beach. Mum’s friend still has the photo of my classmates and me gathered backstage, me at the front in a red and white dress.


I loved animals. Always have: I had toy farms with horses and dogs and a tiny cuddly Andrex puppy that I used to sleep with every night and which is still at my parents’ house. My favourite toys were my Animal Hospital figures and rescue vehicles. You would run the animals under warm water and cuts would appear on their paws. You could treat them with the medical kit, which came with tiny bottles, stethoscopes and little plasters.


And then there were real animals. Our first neighbours in Runswick would let me wander down to play with their Labradors, and I spent hours rolling on the floor with them, having one-sided conversations as they snuggled into me and licked my face. I once went out the front door without telling Mum and for a frantic fifteen minutes she tore up and down the street in panic, screaming my name, until she found me cuddling the dogs in that back conservatory. The one thing I wanted more than anything was a dog.


Mum initially tried to meet me halfway and bought me a black rabbit. I called him Beethoven, after the St Bernard in the American family comedy films. That made her take the point.


‘Look, Beth,’ she said. ‘If you complete this ballet exam, I’ll get you a dog.’


I paid attention then. For the next few weeks, I was a model pupil – and, to the school’s surprise, I passed. Mum still has my examination certificate in a folder at home; printed on white card, it has the Royal Academy of Dancing crest, below which it says: ‘Bethany Mead, pre-primary assessment, November 2000’. The report inside says I’m a ‘well-poised little dancer’ who showed ‘some pleasing work’ but needed to focus on pointing my feet. I was, however, ‘swift of foot in the runs’ and ‘expressive’, which makes sense.


I wasn’t sure if Mum would uphold her end of the bargain, but she had actually been eager all along for Ben and me to grow up around animals so that we understood what it meant to care for something. Mum took me to Gran’s house later that afternoon. I squealed when I saw a Border Collie puppy skipping about the furniture. She was all black with little white socks. One sock was pulled all the way up one leg – a quirk I fell in love with immediately. Mum helped me carry the puppy into the kitchen and we washed her in the sink, as Mum explained that the dog was called Jess and had come from a farm in Ugthorpe, one of the neighbouring villages. Jess was one of the last dogs left of the litter.


‘She’s the cutest thing,’ I said.


‘She’s yours,’ Mum smiled.


It was the best feeling ever. I stopped ballet – as Mum knew I would – and we took Jess home that night. Mum made up a dog bed in the back conservatory and looked at me sternly.


‘She will howl all night,’ Mum warned. ‘No matter what happens, you must not go down to see her. She needs to get used to being on her own.’


I didn’t go to see Jess. Instead, I lay in bed rigid with excitement. The moment the sun came up, I raced downstairs, and Jess and I quickly became best friends. Her first act of love was to take care of my pink Barbie pyjamas. I’d never liked them, and I let Jess’s needle-like puppy teeth chew and tear my sleeves to shreds so that I didn’t have to wear them anymore. Mum would go into my room each morning to find my bed empty and chuckle away, knowing that I’d let Jess into the house and was making mischief with her. Dad built a kennel for her outside, but Jess never used it. She would sleep instead on the corner of the decking, and we’d go outside in winter to find her hidden beneath a few inches of snow and still sleeping happily.


As I got older, I’d take Jess to the field near our house or play with her in our back garden and flick up the ball for her to knock back to me. We’d try and get a rally going. I’d never had to teach that to Jess, but growing up in the Mead household meant that she’d been around footballs all her life. Picking up some skill was inevitable.


Mum continued to try to find some way for me to burn off my energy. That was her polite way of telling me that I was doing her head in. Someone had told her that there was a Saturday morning football club in Hinderwell and, when I turned six, she took me along. It’s an unremarkable field: a cricket and football pitch, both balding and pockmarked with molehills. Phillip Nedley, a local man, was running the community football session that day.


‘Go on,’ Mum said, ushering me over to the boys. ‘This will do you good.’


‘Will she be OK?’ Phil asked. He pushed his glasses further up his warm, friendly face. ‘She’s welcome to come, but most of the players are boys and they can be a bit … rough.’


‘She’ll be fine,’ Mum said immediately. ‘Just throw her in. She’ll get on with it. Don’t worry.’


Phil’s sessions were all about enjoyment. They were light on drills but we played dozens of games. At that age, we’d all just chase one ball like sheep, and I loved every minute. I loved the freedom and speed of the game, and I was lucky that I was a skilful kid who instinctively used both feet. I read the game well, too; it felt like I was always a step ahead of the other kids and on a different wavelength. I’d see things they wouldn’t.


At the end of that first session, a flustered Phil approached Mum.


‘I need to apologise,’ he said. ‘She’s rougher than most of the boys. I was really surprised. You needn’t worry about her because she’s very good. She’s like a little terrier.’


I persisted with Phil every Saturday morning. Once Mum realised I was sticking at this one – that this hobby wasn’t about to go the same way as ballet and we wouldn’t end up with a whole zoo of animals from me trying and rejecting various activities – she went to buy me my first pair of football boots. She went to a car boot sale in Hutton-le-Hole, a village about twenty miles inland from Runswick, and discovered them there: blue Umbro boots with a red tongue. They cost a grand total of 50p, and, as we picnicked by the stream, I ran up and down the field with my ball to test them out, Jess following behind me. Dad still keeps them at home, along with Ben’s first boots, in a carrier bag with the old Morrisons logo. That’s how long he’s had them.


Dad had always been a Manchester United fan. The kids he’d gone to school with had all supported Leeds, Liverpool or Middlesbrough. He wanted to be different so picked United. My growing interest in football meant that the time was right for his love of them to rub off onto me. My first kit was one of the iconic Vodafone ones from 2002–04 and my favourite player was, of course, David Beckham. Like me, he was number seven. I had a Manchester United cake for my eighth birthday: one of those printed ones you’d get at the supermarket, with pictures of the players on the icing and a Manchester United ribbon around the base. We went to Old Trafford a handful of times when I was growing up to watch United under Sir Alex Ferguson and I remember being surprised at how much taller the players were compared to how they looked on TV. Fans have such an expectation for players to support the team we play for, but the reality is we grew up supporting someone else, so they tend to be who we still support. Everyone knows by now that I love and care for Arsenal and that’s how I play my football.


One year in, Dad came to pick me up from the Saturday session to find Phil waiting for him. ‘She’s got a lot of footballing talent,’ Phil said. ‘She’s too good to be coming here. She needs to go further afield. You need to take her to Middlesbrough.’


Dad drove me to the Herlingshaw Centre, a sports complex run by Middlesbrough Football Club’s Foundation, to join up with Middlesbrough’s Academy. It was a fun girls’ programme that anyone could join in with, but it would take us forty-five minutes to get there from our house because there are no dual carriageways until you get to Middlesbrough. Our area comprises mainly single country roads. Dad would drive me in his blue Citroen AX – Ben refers to it as a ‘lunchbox on wheels’ – and I’d rewind his cassette tapes for him as he drove. It was always old bands like Madness, Queen, the Clash and Meatloaf.


We would pass a derelict house near an apple orchard and there was an abandoned red ball on the roof. Every trip, Dad or I would point and call: ‘Red ball!’ The windows were bricked up but someone had stuck a sticker of a person across the front to give the illusion of life. As we came out of the apple orchard, we would nearly always see deer flitting about the field on the left. The red ball disappeared a few years into my time at Middlesbrough’s Centre of Excellence – the more competitive development programme that girls had to trial for, and that I joined aged nine – and it unnerved us both. Dad still takes the same route to work and he says that he thinks of the ball each time he drives that way.


Middlesbrough’s Academy was a far cry from the bare pitch back at Runswick. Boro had an indoor 3G pitch, overlooked by a mezzanine balcony from which the parents could watch us train. What they saw each week was some kind of skills contest. Girls would be pulling off tricks on demand. I’ve never been that kind of player, and I’m still not – I’m far more instinctive. As I moved on the pitch, ideas just came naturally to me. I didn’t think twice or question anything. Back then, at under 10s level, I felt like an actor: stand in this spot, read those lines, do it on cue and do it again so we have all the angles covered. It was a staged performance. Football had never felt like that to me before.


It didn’t help that there were cliques in the squad. The girls had all come from the same part of Middlesbrough and they were comfortable – not only in each other’s company, but in their own skin. I was the classic little village girl and I felt like an outsider.


I’d be fine when I had the ball at my feet, but as soon as the drills stopped, I felt unsettled. Groups of girls would talk among themselves and I’d feel awkward, unwelcome. I’d wish I had a little group to make me feel more settled, but I didn’t. My stomach would drop, my top lip would tremble, I’d look frantically for Dad on the balcony and that would be it. I’d run off and he’d come racing down the stairs to meet his sobbing daughter in the corridor, my tiny body heaving with panic.


‘What’s wrong?’ he’d ask. He knew me inside out and was sure I’d be fine once I got going.


‘I’m not enjoying it,’ I’d weep. ‘I don’t feel like I belong here.’


‘You’re all right,’ he’d reassure me. ‘You’ll get used to it. You just need to go and play.’ He knew I’d be ready to go once those feelings were out my system. I wouldn’t keep running in and out after that.


That was the way for a long time. Football was my way of communicating with people and expressing myself. Only once I’d got going with a ball could I start to come out of my shell socially, and be the outgoing Beth my family and friends knew at home.


A few months into my time at Middlesbrough, Dad met a local man called Dave Scott. Dave ran his own football team in Middlesbrough. There were a handful of girls in the squad and he wanted to try and find more so that they could create a girls’ team. Those girls were two or three years older than me, but Dave had been watching me from the balcony at Middlesbrough’s Academy and knew I’d be fine.


‘Your little girl seems pretty good,’ Dave said to Dad, handing over his number. ‘See if she wants to play for California Boys.’


Dad’s jaw dropped. ‘California Boys? California?’


‘No, no – that’s the name of my road,’ David replied. ‘It’s not as glamorous as it sounds.’


It had been two months but I still didn’t feel settled at the Academy. That’s what prompted Dad to call Dave. I was ready to give California a try.


Until the morning actually came. Dad drove me to what was known locally as the Rec, a set of council-owned pitches just a stone’s throw from where I trained with Middlesbrough. From the window of the back seat, I watched the swinging ponytails of a handful of girls and refused to get out of the car.


Dad was steeled for battle. I was only eight, and I didn’t know anybody. As the Middlesbrough experience had demonstrated, I was a tough kid to pull from my comfort zone. And as the ballet experience had demonstrated, I was stubborn.


‘I don’t want to go and play with the girls,’ I protested. I was a little scarred after my experience at Middlesbrough . In my eight-year-old mind, girls weren’t particularly forthcoming.


We continued like this for some time, Dad trying to coax me out of my comfort zone. I was used to playing with boys, not girls. When I saw a cluster of them playing further down the pitch, taking part in a separate drill, I accepted that joining in with them might be a good first step.


Dad approached the boys’ coach, Wayne McGuinness, and explained the situation.


‘I mean, if she wants to …’ Wayne replied. I think he and Dave were a little perplexed, or thought that this quirk of mine would just be a first step to make me more comfortable before I joined up with the girls. Maybe the boys were apprehensive when I joined in, but I wasn’t. I loved it. Football felt like home again. I stayed playing with California Boys.


Over the next few years, California came to symbolise, to me, what football is all about. We would spray-paint our hair green and white to match our hooped kits. One of the mums would raid the local cash and carry or the sweets aisle at the supermarket and put together paper bags of pick ’n’ mix for us to have after the game for 50p. My mum would buy all the pictures from our annual photoshoot or any games the photographer attended and those prints are still up in the kitchen at home. I had to join the boys’ team to play at primary school and rarely came across any girls in football beyond those who had joined the team because I had. It sucked that not more girls felt able to play, but as a kid I just loved football and I was comfortable enough playing with the boys.


My favourite time of year was when it came to buying new football boots. It was a full day out. We’d trawl all of the sports shops – JJB, Pro Direct, Sports Soccer – and I’d pick out the ones I liked and wait in suspense to see if they had them in my size. I loved my Puma Kings and Adidas Predators, but my favourites were my Astro turf trainers – my black and neon green Diadoras – which I even wore when I was a flower girl at an auntie’s wedding. That hadn’t been the plan, but I’d taken an instant dislike to the pink ballet slippers I was supposed to wear. I was not a fan. I told Mum that they were giving me blisters, that I couldn’t possibly keep them on all day. It may have been a ruse.


‘Mum! Mum!’ I said. ‘Can you go home and get me my Diadoras?’


She did, and I wore them under my dress, beneath white tulle that floated around my ankles. The arrival of my trainers gave me such a second wind that Mum came out of the venue later that night to find me swinging off the monkey bars in the playground of the Runswick Bay Hotel, the white dress flaring behind me, my Diadora-clad feet sailing through the air.


The boys at California respected me from the beginning, but this wasn’t the case throughout the league. I would often take to the pitch to the sound of tutting.


Parents would laugh. ‘Look at this little girl,’ they’d point, filled with cynicism.


And their kids would copy them. ‘Ha! There’s a girl on the team!’


Blah, blah, blah.


Dad had warned me about those kinds of comments and those kinds of people. We’d have conversations about it in the car on the way to matches.


‘You know how people can be, Beth,’ he’d say. ‘There are good and bad people in the world. People might laugh because girls aren’t always accepted in football, especially in the boys’ game.’


‘I don’t understand that, Dad,’ I’d reply. ‘I’m just playing football. I’m doing the same as the boys.’


That’s how black and white my thinking was. It wasn’t an issue for me.


‘We all think the same, and your teammates do too,’ Dad continued. ‘You don’t need to react to anything anyone says. Don’t let it upset you. You just play football and that will say more than enough.’


I often didn’t hear them. When I played, it was like the world outside disappeared. Oh, I thought, on the rare occasions a comment broke through. Maybe that’s the norm. Dad always made me aware that sexist comments could happen at any point.


To this day, I still receive so many comments for being a woman who plays football. Some things don’t change, and my attitude hasn’t either – I’ll always let my football do the talking.


We once played a tournament in Hunmanby, a large village in Scarborough, against teams from West Riding. Some of these teams had tall boys playing for them, up to twice my size – kids develop at such different rates. I was always one of the youngest on the team.


Not that it bothered me. The same day I’d heard those parents sniggering, a loose ball spilled towards me on the edge of my area. I made eye contact with the biggest boy on the pitch. I’ll beat him to this, I thought, as I ate up the yards. I’ve got this.


Dad told me afterwards that he had just heard screaming. Filled with panic, he bolted towards me – only to see me spring back up and the boy squirming on the floor as I looked down at him and ran off, still chasing the loose ball. That remains one of Dad’s favourite memories.


After those games, the respect always switched. The boys and their parents would speak to my dad after, either apologising or expressing their admiration for his daughter. I don’t remember Dad ever letting it get to him; I don’t think he ever rose to it because, like me, he knew my skills would do the talking. In any case, he was never the kind of parent to get involved in arguing with the others. He was happy to leave it to me to show them what I could do.


I was known in the area simply as the girl who played football. When Oakridge played another local school, Ruswarp, we won easily and I ran rings around the boys.


Our family friend, Lorraine Pound, used to work at Ruswarp and caught up with the headteacher afterwards.


‘How did you get on?’ Lorraine asked.


‘Slaughtered us,’ he replied. ‘Absolutely slaughtered us.’


‘Was there a girl there?’ Lorraine continued.


‘Yes. She was the one who did the slaughtering.’


I was never afraid to assert myself. This came to a head one caravan holiday when Dad and I were playing on one of the pitches. I was ten or eleven. Some boys joined in and we had a small-sided game, which was all going swimmingly until one of the boys cheated. The ball had gone out – it was my throw-in – and he had played on as though nothing had happened. I don’t condone what I did next, and to this day I’m still not sure where I could have learned this from, but I swore at him.


Instantly, Dad sprinted the full length of the pitch and grabbed me by my wrist. He dragged me, kicking and screaming, back to the caravan and I stewed alone in my room for the next few hours, feeling wounded. That evening, Dad and I walked the length and breadth of the park to track down the children and their parents. When we eventually found them in the clubhouse, Dad asked me to apologise.
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