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      Colin Shindler was born and raised in Manchester, educated at Bury Grammar School and Gonville & Caius College Cambridge and
         has worked as a writer and a producer in film, television and radio. He has writen two novels and presented history programmes
         on radio and television. In addition to the books and articles he has written on sport and British and American social and
         cultural history, he also lectures on film and history at Cambridge University. In recent years he has never been happier
         than when he saw Lancashire win the County Championship in 2011.
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      This book is for my son, David Shindler, in partial expiation for the guilt I have suffered since inflicting my love for Manchester
         City on him when he was still secure in the womb.
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      WARNING


      
           
      Do not attempt to read this book if you are a Manchester United supporter.

      
      Any Manchester United supporter who causes wilful damage to property after reading this book cannot use the contents of this
         book as a defence in law.
      

      
      If you have read bad reviews of this book, they will have been written by Manchester United supporters. Bad word of mouth
         will have originated from the same source.
      

      
      Manchester United supporters are to be found in all walks of life. They may smile at you in newsagents’ shops or in bus queues.
         You can find them on parent-teacher associations or in local amateur dramatic societies. They will not be found in the environs
         of Manchester.
      

      
      Their opinion about this book is highly untrustworthy. Please ascertain your interlocutor is not a Manchester United supporter
         before listening to any adverse judgment.
      

      
      Thank you.

      
      The Author



   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      IN 1961, AFTER THE TRANSFER OF DENIS LAW TO TORINO, Manchester City signed Bobby Kennedy from Kilmarnock for a then record fee for a half-back of £45,000. Kennedy was a strong,
         aggressive defender in the mould of Dave Mackay. Since Mackay had just helped Tottenham Hotspur to win the Double, it was
         hoped that Kennedy might prove a similar catalyst for us. He didn’t. However, in the 1967–68 season in which Manchester City
         won the League Championship, he was a useful utility defender.
      

      
      Less than a month after City’s heroic 4–3 victory over Newcastle United at St James’ Park which clinched that Championship,
         to be precise, on Wednesday 5 June 1968, I went to my first May Ball in Cambridge. I staggered back to my room (alone, I might
         add) at about 6am. Two hours later there was a perfunctory hammering on the door and my neighbour Martyn Jones burst into
         the room, yelling, ‘They’ve shot him! They’ve shot Bobby Kennedy!’ Wakened from a deep sleep in this manner, my brain wasn’t
         at its most agile but the news caused me to sit bolt upright in bed. ‘Why the hell would anyone shoot Bobby Kennedy?’ I asked.
         ‘We’ve just won the League.’
      

      
      
      ‘They’ve killed him!’ Martyn shouted, even more loudly.

      
      ‘Well, he was only a reserve,’ I responded reasonably, still puzzled as to why Martyn should be so concerned, let alone what
         crazed Manchester United fan could have committed this extraordinary murder. Had he shot Colin Bell or Mike Summerbee, the
         action would have been tragic but comprehensible. But to shoot Bobby Kennedy! Perhaps the mad marksman had been at Stamford
         Bridge and seen that terrible mix-up between Kennedy and City goalkeeper Ken Mulhearn. There were thousands of us who would
         happily have pulled the trigger at that moment. Slowly, as the buzzing in my head started to subside, I gathered that a lone
         gunman had assassinated Senator Robert F. Kennedy in the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles moments after the announcement of
         his victory in the California Democratic Primary. Although America and much of the world was to be plunged into mourning by
         this tragedy, I was comforted by the thought that the real Bobby Kennedy would be fit to start the 1968–69 season and went
         back to sleep.
      

      
      My first days at university coincided with my need to shave regularly. Faced therefore with the need to choose a razor blade,
         I immediately decided on Gillette, for the simple reason that they had become the first sponsors of the knockout cup in cricket
         and my beloved Lancashire had reached the semi-finals in the first two years of the competition. In the late 1960s, under
         the captaincy of Jack Bond, Lancashire were maturing into the best one-day side in the country, becoming the first winners
         of the John Player Sunday League in 1969 and 1970 and eventually claiming the Gillette Cup in finals at Lord’s in 1970, 1971
         and 1972. Gillette and I shaved in total harmony.
      

      
      
      In the mid 1970s, Manchester United underwent a revival after their relegation to Division Two in 1974 (famously helped on
         their way by a 1–0 defeat at home to Manchester City in the penultimate match of the season). Gillette responded by producing
         a television commercial showing Tommy Docherty, the United manager who had taken them down before bringing them back up, and
         his left-winger, Gordon Hill, in the act of shaving. I was appalled. From the moment that commercial appeared, I swore a Gillette
         blade would never touch a hair on my face again. It hasn’t; my commitment to Wilkinson Sword has been absolute. And Gillette’s
         replacement as sponsors by NatWest enabled Lancashire to keep winning at Lord’s without causing any heart-searching on my
         part.
      

      
      In the 1997 general election, each of the parties complained about their rivals’ negative advertising, as in ‘New Labour:
         New Danger.’ To me, Manchester United have perfected the real art of negative advertising. The more the faces of David Beckham
         and Ryan Giggs and Eric Cantona adorn merchandise, the more I feel I can resist the lure of the product. I suspect I shall
         never travel by Eurostar or purchase any goods made by Nike, but I don’t feel unduly deprived.
      

      
      My dislike of Manchester United and all its works, and my devotion to Manchester City despite the Job-like nature of the travails
         they have inflicted on me, are unshakable passions. This book is an attempt to understand why a rational man should be reduced
         to such a level of irrationality by sport. In particular, it is the wail of a man who has suffered silently under years of
         over-weening Manchester United arrogance. I have seen too much of that dour, humourless Scottish manager and the bullet-headed,
         condescending kung-fu practitioner to withstand any more of the fawning media adulation of Manchester United. In the movie Network, Peter Finch, as the disaffected newsreader, complains about the state of television and hence the world by advocating that
         fellow sufferers stick their heads out of the window and shout, as loudly as they can, ‘I’m mad as hell and I’m not going
         to take it anymore.’ I know there are millions of people who feel about Manchester United as I do. Well, like Finch and his
         supporters, we too are mad as hell and we aren’t going to take it anymore.
      

      
      For better or worse, my life has revolved around Manchester sport. This book charts the progress of my early life, not just
         in the traditional milestones of professional accomplishments or family triumphs and tragedies but through my battles with
         the two football teams in Manchester. City and United have given me some of the greatest highs and lowest lows that can be
         gained without recourse to narcotics. I am convinced that there is nothing you can stick up your nose or inject into your
         veins that can possibly match the joy of beating United at Old Trafford.
      

      
      Even if City haven’t done so since 1974 (did I mention that before?), I can take almost equal pleasure in the achievements
         of others who do. On television I can look beyond the foreground figures of the celebrating opponents and pick out the stunned
         faces of the United supporters in the background to give myself a positively religious glow of warmth. ‘Cut to Ferguson,’
         I shout at the screen, ‘please!’ And when that miserable face duly appears, unable to comprehend the latest Schmeichel lunacy
         or Pallister idiocy, I feel as a Crusader knight must have felt when he first looked upon Jerusalem. Yes, this is why God
         created the earth and all who dwell thereon. ‘Come on, you Galatasaray!’
      

      
      I will do anything within my power to create a defeat for Manchester United. In 1992, the last year of the old Football League, United were favourites to take the title from the pursuing but inferior Leeds United. On Easter Monday, Ferguson’s
         team gave away two silly goals at home to Nottingham Forest. When the second goal went in, I was sitting in the garden with
         my right ankle resting on my left thigh. I was reading page 23 of the book that was open on my lap. I was aware that I had
         done something right, but I didn’t know what precisely. All I could do was to remain in exactly the same position for the
         next twenty-five minutes. The book remained steadfastly on page 23. I pretended to read, but not a word sank in. My leg was
         attacked by cramp. Still I wouldn’t surrender. The agony became almost too much to bear, but there were now only five minutes
         left. Wracked by pain, I kept that right ankle firmly planted on the left thigh. United battered away at the Forest goal but
         I held on. When the final whistle went, I rolled off the chair onto the grass, clutching my leg in agony. When the feeling
         in it came back an hour or so later, I considered it well worth that Herculean effort, although I was a little disappointed
         not to get so much as a phone call from Brian Clough. Incidentally, in case you didn’t know, United lost the Championship
         to Leeds that season. I claim a modest share in their failure.
      

      
      Passion for sport defies logic. Thanks to the innovation of football fanzines, Nick Hornby’s book Fever Pitch and Danny Baker’s phone-ins, millions of us now know that we are not alone in our obsessiveness. The interesting thing is
         that every story is the same and yet every one is different. Most of us have a pre-match ritual. Mine involves brown socks.
         I don’t wish to elaborate on this. Those of you who understand will simply nod approvingly, ‘Brown socks, I see’; those who
         don’t see can stop reading here.
      

      
      There is a particularly mad Manchester United supporter whose pre-match ritual, he admitted in a call to Danny Baker on the
         radio, involves pulling the toilet chain, washing his hands (thus destroying some of my belief in the primitive nature of
         United supporters), drying them on a towel and running down the stairs to touch the front door before the toilet has stopped
         flushing. If he manages it, United will win that afternoon; if the toilet stops flushing first . . .
      

      
      ‘What do you do before a really big match?’ asked Danny.

      
      ‘I throw meself down the stairs,’ replied this sage individual. United’s failure to win the League Championship between 1967
         and 1993 was attributed to his family’s removal to a bungalow, and their resurgence to his purchase of a house on two floors.
         Needless to say, the caller did not come from Manchester.
      

      
      I do, which is why I claim the privilege of writing about United as well as City. How does it start, this passion, this insanity?
         Why does it take such a hold that twenty years of misery and the finest education in the land cannot diminish its power? At
         this point, my voice slowly starts to fade and the colour pictures dissolve to sepia and then to black and white.
      

      
      Appropriately, my initiation began with a Manchester derby match played at Old Trafford. There were 60,956 locked into the
         ground that last day of 1955, and a further 20,000 locked out. I had never seen so many people in the whole of my six and
         a half years on this earth. It was my first real football match, my first Manchester derby, and I was about to learn one of
         life’s great lessons.
      

      
      It all started so well. Jack Dyson, the inside-left, put City ahead in the first half, to the dismay of most of the ground
         and all of the people sitting around me in the Main Stand. (Dyson had the job I coveted – playing for City in the winter and
         bowling off-spin for Lancashire in the summer. Who could ask for anything more?) United were unbeaten at home with the 1955–56 season more than halfway through, and they were on their way to another League
         Championship. They had, however, already lost at Maine Road, 1–0 to a Joe Hayes goal in the first derby match of the season.
         Then, Bert Trautmann, the German ex-paratrooper and the greatest of heroes to this tiny Jewish City supporter, had stood like
         Horatius on the bridge repelling the barbarian Red hordes. Trautmann’s presence had been so dominant that Matt Busby had reputedly
         instructed his forwards not to look where they were shooting, so that Trautmann couldn’t anticipate the shot.
      

      
      Now, on New Year’s Eve, he threatened to repeat his heroics. United’s Tommy Taylor soared to meet the pinpoint crosses of
         the wingers, Johnny Berry and David Pegg, but always those ubiquitous hands of Trautmann were there first. Duncan Edwards
         thundered in shots from twenty-five yards out, but Trautmann was equal to them.
      

      
      The Old Trafford faithful began to stir restlessly. To lose once to Manchester City in the season was regarded as unfortunate.
         To lose both derby matches would be a Greek tragedy. To me, God was in his Heaven and all was right with the world. Wrapped
         in gloves, scarf and coat, but wearing short trousers because I wouldn’t be barmitzvahed for another seven years and hence
         was not allowed to wear long trousers (I have searched the Torah from start to finish for any evidence of this Divine Commandment
         but failed to find it), I was nevertheless glowing inwardly.
      

      
      City wore pale blue shirts (officially Sky Blue); United wore blood red ones. Like the colours, somehow the very arrangement
         of letters on the page still seems to me to symbolise their different virtues. ‘Manchester City’ looked then, and has remained,
         attractive, euphonious but somewhat fragile. ‘Manchester United’ looks aggressive, monolithic, devoid of poetry and humour. I would accept that this is a subjective viewpoint, but to me City v
         United was like Saxons v Normans, Cavaliers v Roundheads. City might have been, in Sellar and Yeatman’s famous phrase, ‘Wrong
         but Wromantic’, but United were undoubtedly ‘Right but Repulsive’.
      

      
      The last day of 1955, the pre-Raphaelite Manchester City fielded two tiny forwards in Joe Hayes and the supremely gifted,
         frequently drunken, Scottish inside-forward Bobby Johnstone against the full might of the magnificent ‘Busby Babes’. The baying
         of the Old Trafford crowd was overwhelming as the Reds strove forward in search of an equaliser, only to sink back exhausted
         as they failed to find a way past the inspired Trautmann.
      

      
      But there was another reason why City were going to win that game. Even at the age of six, I had already seen enough movies
         and read enough stories to glory in the deeply held belief that virtue was always triumphant in the end. City were going to
         win this game because they were my team and (therefore) morally superior – hence the inner glow.
      

      
      And then it happened – the cruellest of blows from an uncaring Fate. Ray Wood, the United goalkeeper, who had been booting
         the ball upfield all match only to find the commanding presence of City centre-half Dave Ewing’s receding hairline, tried
         again. This time a gust of wind caught the ball on its descent, floating it over Ewing’s head and into the path of Tommy Taylor,
         who hammered it past the advancing Trautmann and into the net.
      

      
      As Old Trafford erupted, a tiny doubt crept into my mind. Technically it was now possible that City might not win this game.
         It was a feeling shared by sixty thousand others as United increased the fervour of their attacks. Still Roy Paul, Ewing and
         Trautmann marshalled the brave City defence. Only ten pale blue shirts and Trautmann’s roll-neck green jersey now stood between a small boy’s belief in the essential fairness of the world
         and the hordes of Babylon.
      

      
      United won a corner. The crowd bayed. David Pegg swung his left foot and the ball floated into the City penalty area. Trautmann
         strove manfully for it through a crowd of desperate players, but Dennis Viollet got there first and glanced it into the net
         with his head. The world was filled with a mass of waving red scarves. I clung resolutely to the belief that all might still
         be well and, spurred on by the manifest unfairness of the scoreline, the City forward-line launched a series of counter-attacks.
      

      
      Now it was United’s turn to look strained and uncertain, the Red crowd anxiously whistling for the end. Roy Clarke, the City
         left-winger and future manager of the Manchester City Social Club, burst through the United defence and hammered a shot past
         Wood – and against the crossbar whence it rebounded to safety. The final whistle blew shortly afterwards; family and friends
         gathered up the children, returned to their cars and drove back happily enough to north Manchester.
      

      
      For them it was a day out, the annual trip to mingle with Manchester goyim, a matter of no great significance. For me it was a bitter lesson. It’s an unjust world, as the Mikado points out, and virtue
         is triumphant only in theatrical performances. That match was the start of a trauma for which the only cure could never be
         obtained on prescription. Joe Mercer and Malcolm Allison would find it briefly, but it dissipated almost as soon as it had
         taken effect.
      

      
      Despite the existence of the vast proportion of Manchester Jews who support Manchester United, I have always believed that
         City, with their lovingly preserved penchant for self-destruction and self-deprecating humour, were the only team for a Jew to support. United’s achievements have always placed them in the
         heart of the Establishment – the one place Jews should never be. This view of the world grew out of an upbringing in a middle-class
         Jewish household in Manchester during the 1950s and 1960s, influenced by one remarkable man.
      

      
      His name was Laurence Weidberg and he was my maternal uncle. He was, by any standard, an eccentric man. In 1960, when I was
         eleven years old, he moved from Manchester to London. I was profoundly upset. He told me very seriously that he no longer
         found it possible to reconcile his deeply held love of cricket with the economic necessity for it to rain hard and often,
         since he owned a factory which manufactured raincoats. It was like Edward VIII intoning with equal solemnity that he could
         no longer bear the onerous burden of ruling the country without the support of the woman he loved.
      

      
      Uncle Laurence was the son of a penniless immigrant from Galicia (an area of Eastern Europe then under the hegemony of the
         Habsburg Empire) who arrived in this country in 1905. Grandpa Weidberg started Eltite Raincoats Ltd, the factory in Bury,
         Lancashire, which Laurence inherited. He moved to Bury from the Strangeways area of Manchester, where he had begun manufacturing
         caps, in order to avoid the attentions of the trade union officials in the big city. Grandpa was an unreconstructed capitalist
         who forbade Laurence the chance of a university education. Laurence became a socialist in revenge.
      

      
      He was not what you might consider to be a conventional socialist. For a start, his raincoat factory paid the workers peanuts.
         When he moved to London he owned a hire-purchase company, exploiting the desire of the working classes to enjoy their part
         in the Macmillan boom years. He took offices in the Finchley Road above the North Thames Gas Board showroom, confiding in a burst
         of Baldrick-like inspiration that he had chosen this location in the belief that since heat rises, and since the showroom
         would be demonstrating gas fires all day, it followed logically that his offices would be heated for free. The fact that this
         didn’t happen never caused him to doubt the essential brilliance of this cunning plan.
      

      
      Uncle Laurence also drove a Bentley (and a bubble car) and lived in one of the most exclusive roads in Hampstead. He was a
         mass of contradictions. He mistrusted people with a university education yet he also envied them. He was a Jew who opposed
         Zionism, a trade union supporter who didn’t necessarily want them in his factory. He was a Marxist of the Groucho persuasion
         – unwilling to join any club which might accept him as a member, whether it was the Socialist Party of Great Britain, on whose
         behalf he wrote daily letters to the editor of the Manchester Guardian, or the MCC.
      

      
      The MCC brought out the most mischievous side of Uncle Laurence’s nature. He would sit with his shirt off at the front of
         the balcony at the Nursery End at Lord’s – now known as the Upper Compton Stand – in the days when gentlemen at cricket matches
         still wore hats and ties even when they weren’t sitting in the pavilion. The purpose was partly his own comfort but mostly
         to arouse the ire of the authorities. It succeeded triumphantly. Convinced that there was no bye-law to stop him baring his
         chest, he continued to do so despite the imprecations of the MCC stewards until a notice was formally displayed, officially
         stating that shirts must be worn at all times. It was signed ‘By Order of the Secretary of the MCC’ himself. That was enough
         to provoke a response. Uncle Laurence took his shirt off and draped it carefully over the notice.
      

      
      Eventually, after lengthy correspondence with the MCC – which Laurence enjoyed more than the secretary, the former Sussex
         and England wicketkeeper S.C. Griffith – a compromise was reached. Laurence would be allowed to remove his shirt at Lord’s
         on condition that he sat quite still while naked to the waist. Laurence likened himself to a statue by Rodin rather than one
         of the nudes at the Windmill Theatre. Once that battle had been won, he moved on to other pressing matters which necessitated
         similar amounts of correspondence with the long-suffering MCC authorities. Diligent campaigning eventually wrung an admission
         that they would display the first-innings totals of the teams on the scoreboard. Before my Uncle Laurence took up the cudgels
         on their behalf, spectators had to rely on memory, the daily paper or the purchase of a scorecard.
      

      
      Uncle Laurence died before he could win his final battle. At the bottom of the scoreboard was a row of numbers from 1 to 11,
         usually with an ‘S’ at the end to denote substitute. Above each number was a light which flashed when that player, whose number
         corresponded to the batting order as printed on the scorecard, fielded the ball. Laurence became particularly agitated when
         he realised that the light never flashed for the poor fielder who had to retrieve the ball after it had crossed the boundary.
         If the ball stopped a foot short of the rope, was fielded and returned to the wicketkeeper, the fielder was rewarded with
         the display of his lightbulb; but if the ball beat him to the boundary, he suffered the ignominy of eternal darkness. Laurence
         fought long and hard on behalf of the despairing fielders but he never managed to convince the authorities to fill this yawning
         void. To this day, scoreboard operators continue to maintain their tradition of neglect, unaware of how close Uncle Laurence came to causing them to change
         the habit of a lifetime.
      

      
      Laurence had a number of pet theories, much like the North Thames Gas Board cunning plan, all of which sounded plausible to
         a child of five and indeed could very well have been invented by a child of five. One of them was a belief that a car responded
         best if driven only in second and fourth gears. He never volunteered an opinion as to why, in that case, first and third gears
         were available – perhaps this was another capitalist/Gentile plot. Not even a trail of broken transmissions and wrecked gear-boxes
         was sufficient to dissuade him from this firmly held belief. To this day, whenever I hear the sound of gears crashing I assume
         my Uncle Laurence is in the vicinity.
      

      
      Among the sage advice he gave to this five-year-old scion of the respectable Jewish bourgeoisie was to carry a ten-shilling
         note inside your driving licence. If you were ever stopped by the police and they demanded to see your licence, this was a
         foolproof way of preventing whatever traffic violation had been detected from being taken any further.
      

      
      His flirtation with the law was two-edged. When the 70mph maximum speed limit was imposed, Laurence decided to travel down
         the M1 in the outside lane at exactly 70mph. Anybody who overtook him ergo was breaking the speed limit. Inevitably, he was
         pursued down the motorway by an army of outraged, horn-blaring, lights-flashing drivers, who were forced to overtake on the
         inside, since Laurence remained unmoved by their evident road rage. Indeed, he duly noted the registration numbers of the
         offending vehicles and passed them on to the police, expecting, knowing him, at least an OBE in the next Honours List – which
         he would have taken great pleasure in refusing, then writing to the newspapers to let them know of his sacrifice. Instead of the official
         gratitude he anticipated, however, he was himself prosecuted by the police for driving without due care and attention. Laurence
         was outraged, fulminating against another example of the fascist police state he believed we all lived in.
      

      
      Ironically, though Laurence adored cricket, he hated football and yet he was responsible, as for much else in my life, for
         my original decision to support Manchester City. In 1952, when I was aged three, he decided it was time for me to be introduced
         to one of his great passions – rugby league. The initiation was to take place on a patch of East Manchester urban decay known
         as Belle Vue. The home team, Belle Vue Rangers, had been the recipient of my uncle’s support since they had originally played
         as Broughton Park Rangers. Laurence lived in the Broughton district of Manchester. Within seconds of arriving at the ground,
         I was a die-hard Belle Vue Rangers supporter.
      

      
      Die-hard was the appropriate term because I am unreliably informed that Belle Vue Rangers lost that match 52–0. Unfazed, I
         asked when we could see my heroes again, only to be brutally informed that the match I had seen was the last one ever to be
         played by Belle Vue Rangers, who at the moment of the final whistle had gone out of existence. I cried the bitter tears of
         a three-year-old. I could only be comforted by the prospect of supporting another team which played in blue. ‘Swinton,’ said
         Uncle Laurence, assuming my allegiance, like his, was to rugby; ‘Manchester City,’ whispered my brother Geoffrey, surreptitiously.
         He had already been a supporter of Manchester United since the season of their FA Cup triumph in 1948. Laurence’s eldest son,
         my cousin Ronnie, was a supporter of Salford Rugby League Club because Broughton was technically addressed as Salford 7. Since I lived in Prestwich and blue was now confirmed as my colour,
         I was already set in opposition to my closest relatives.
      

      
      Most people have relatively straightforward reasons for choosing a football team to support. Usually it is because a particular
         team has been recently successful (Manchester United) or because it has been handed down like a tribal ritual from father
         to son (everyone else). I have always taken a perverse pride in the fact that my addiction grew out of failure – well, not
         just failure, obviously, more in the nature of a team so inept that they courted and achieved total extinction. It was, though
         I did not appreciate it at the time, an excellent preparation for future events.
      

      
      The 1954–55 season was a wonderful time to be a Manchester City supporter though, sadly, I remember absolutely nothing of
         it. The record books tell us that City won a pulsating derby 3–2 at Maine Road, went to Old Trafford in the return match and
         won, incredibly, 5–0 and then to round it off neatly, beat United yet again in the fourth round of the FA Cup in front of
         a crowd of 74,723. That was the year City reached the final for the first time since 1934.
      

      
      My only memory of this triumphant season is the first minute of the Cup final against Newcastle United. I remember settling
         in front of the television set, devouring live moving pictures of my heroes. Newcastle’s first attack ended in a corner on
         their right wing. Over came the cross and Jackie Milburn, who rarely scored with his head, glanced the ball in at the near
         post. Forty-five seconds had elapsed since the kick-off.
      

      
      My mother marched into the room, instantly spotted the danger, turned the television off smartly and in one fell swoop put
         on my coat and dragged me out of the front door for a walk round Prestwich Park. This was a woman who had been raised on tales of valiant Jewish mothers and how they protected their offspring
         against pogroms. True, I was not in great physical danger in the lounge of a semi-detached house in the suburbs of Manchester
         in May 1955, but events outside my control 200 miles away were threatening to cause me the sort of pain from which my mother
         had shielded me since birth. When we returned from that enforced walk, Newcastle had won 3–1. The City right-back Jimmy Meadows
         had been carried off injured in a continuation of what became known as the Wembley hoodoo, and they had been forced to play
         most of the match with only ten men. It was not much consolation but at least I had avoided actually seeing the humiliation,
         thanks to my mother’s swift action.
      

      
      I should at this point introduce three of my friends who will feature in these pages. Jeffrey Cohen was born two days before
         me and has remained two days older for the past forty-eight years. We have worn the age gap lightly. Jeff was a goalkeeper
         by vocation, not, as usually happened at the age of six, by bullying. His allegiance to Manchester City began around the time
         of the FA Cup final appearance in 1955, but it was a desperately capricious start. He simply asked his father, ‘Which team
         do we support?’ and his father, remembering that City had just got to the Cup final and that it was the year of the three
         derby victories, answered, ‘City.’
      

      
      Looking back on it from a distance of forty years is like recalling a narrow escape from a car crash on the motorway. A fraction
         the other way and life could have been changed forever. There certainly would have been no need for Jeff to redesign the first
         car he ever bought as a student. In 1968, he resprayed his Morris Minor sky blue on the bonnet, roof and boot, but red and
         black along the rear and front wings to match the away strip. The latter has since been more widely replicated by the AC Milan shirt
         which, seen from a distance, appears to belong to a fellow City fan of similar vintage to our own. On closer acquaintance
         it always tends to be a disappointment.
      

      
      Jeff’s somewhat fortuitous decision to support City in 1955 was reinforced by the legendary performance of Bert Trautmann
         in the FA Cup final the year after the defeat by Newcastle. For City reached the final again in 1956, determined to rectify
         the failure of the previous year. ‘We’ll be back next year to win it,’ allegedly said skipper Roy Paul to the Queen as he
         collected his loser’s medal in 1955. (‘If I had a pound for every time I’ve heard that one,’ presumably muttered the Queen
         under her breath, ‘I wouldn’t need the Civil List.’) As it so happened, City were back next year to win it. The reliable Joe Hayes put them ahead in the third minute and, though Kinsey equalised for Birmingham
         City ten minutes later, Dyson restored the City lead midway through the second half and a presumably sober Bobby Johnstone
         wrapped things up for a satisfyingly symmetrical 3–1 victory.
      

      
      That 1956 FA Cup final, however, is remembered as Trautmann’s match. The City goalkeeper dived at the feet of the onrushing
         Birmingham inside-forward Murphy with fifteen minutes left, grabbed the ball safely but, we later found out, broke his neck
         doing so. Knowing what was at stake, Trautmann played on for the final quarter of an hour, unaware that he was jeopardising
         his life in the process. Perhaps fortunately, after the event he remembered nothing of that final pulsating quarter of an
         hour. As Trautmann staggered up the steps to the Royal Box to collect his winner’s medal, the BBC commentator, Kenneth Wolstenholme,
         offered the view: ‘He’s probably already forgotten about that bang on the neck.’ Trautmann didn’t play again for over six months.
      

      
      Trautmann’s bravery made City supporters out of little boys all over Manchester that day. Jeff certainly dates his conviction
         from that moment, as does his best friend at the time, our class-mate Michael Chadwick. Mike lived near Bury Old Road, a long
         distance from our school, Park View County Primary. From where Jeff and I lived this was hundreds of yards and almost out
         of the self-regulating Jewish ghetto. Nevertheless, Mike was hugely popular because he was the most talented dribbler of a
         football ever to stride the earth.
      

      
      Wider experience suggests this title should more accurately be bestowed upon George Best or Diego Maradona, but my memory
         of the six-year-old Michael Chadwick was that here was the best footballer in the world – he was certainly more skilful than
         I was, although I had other attributes which made me a classic right-half, much influenced by City’s Ken Barnes, popularly
         tagged the best uncapped wing-half in England.
      

      
      Michael Chadwick was fast and tricky. He would have been at his peak aged twenty-four in 1973, but he was overlooked by Sir
         Alf Ramsey as England went crashing out of the World Cup after a 1–1 home draw with Poland. Ramsey might have pointed out
         with some justification that by this time Mike was selling women’s lingerie, but I can only reiterate that had Sir Alf seen
         Mike in the playground between the ages of six and eleven, he couldn’t fail to have picked him for England. Indeed, Mike should
         have been playing for England at the age of ten, but his career was abruptly halted by his father.
      

      
      He was selected for the Prestwich & Whitefield Boys team but because their matches took place on Saturday mornings, Mike was
         forbidden to play. His barmitzvah was only three years away and the neighbours might not approve of the sight of Mike dashing out of the house on the Sabbath carrying his football
         boots, when social conformity dictated that he was more appropriately seen in an uncomfortable suit carrying his prayer shawl
         on the way to the synagogue. His father, needless to say, like mine, worked on Saturdays and was in no position to go to synagogue
         himself. I was never selected for Prestwich & Whitefield Boys. I seem to remember proclaiming that a similar religiously inspired
         prohibition had prevented me from playing in the trial matches. If only.
      

      
      The playground is frequently the venue for immutable sporting judgments. Ian Aston, who was a year older than I was, is without
         doubt the fastest bowler in the history of the world. Armed only with a tennis ball and bowling at a set of chalked stumps,
         his pace was terrifying. Admittedly the length of the pitch was dictated by the distance between the playground wall and the
         school building and was probably only about fifteen yards, but he was even more terrifying in the nets off his full run-up
         and with a significantly harder red ball. Stories of Ambrose and Marshall, Croft and Garner, Lillee and Thomson are all very
         well in their way, but, like Mike Chadwick’s dribbling skills, in my mind Ian Aston’s brute pace, which must have ranked with
         that of the fastest bowlers in cricket history, will never be surpassed in the annals of professional sport.
      

      
      The fourth member of the early City quartet was an interloper from London by the name of David Green. He moved to Manchester
         aged nine, having seen Trautmann’s Cup final on television. This established his allegiance to Manchester City, but by then
         it was already too late to prevent a fondness for Essex County Cricket Club taking root. Thus, whereas with most schoolfriends
         the bitter antagonisms of the winter were replaced by a solid alliance for Lancashire in the summer, David Green managed to remain at
         odds with his immediate surroundings throughout the year. This alienation was intensified by the London accent which was found
         to be incomprehensible in Bury. In the days before The Bill and EastEnders, a Cockney accent had the mystique and impenetrability of a foreign language.
      

      
      I first came into contact with David Green in the playground at Bury Grammar School, on our first day at secondary school
         in September 1960. The contact was in the form of a bad foul perpetrated by him on me. It somehow symbolised the nature of
         a relationship that would encompass both a friendship and a rivalry so deep that nobody, including ourselves, could really
         work out where the one began and the other finished. We have made television programmes and feature films together for nearly
         twenty years, engaged in an odd quadrille like two sumo wrestlers shuffling round the ring, searching for a hold on each other’s
         nappy.
      

      
      David’s fouling was promiscuous in that it was dispensed without concern for race, religion or ability. Famously, he once
         kicked a boy called David Harris so high up that he got his foot caught in the other boy’s blazer pocket. In trying to extricate
         it, he managed to tear the blazer pocket open. We were all impressed – except David Harris and, presumably, David Harris’s
         mother. There was another boy called Harris in the same class – Laurence Harris, no relation to the aforementioned David Harris.
         David Green broke this other Harris’s ankle in the playground one lunchtime with an especially vicious tackle. There was less
         sympathy for the latter victim, who had proclaimed his support for Manchester United.
      

      
      
      The climax to David Green’s career came when he was sent off in a house match. He had taken a particularly strong dislike
         to the marking attentions of Baz Treanor, the opposing centre-half, and retaliated to what he considered a push in the back
         by stamping on Treanor as he fell to the ground after a clearance. Treanor rolled over in agony, clutching his right shin,
         yelling, ‘You’ve broken my leg, you’ve broken my leg!’ Had David been a true professional, turned round in surprise and helped
         up his opponent, offering words of commiseration, the incident would no doubt have been forgotten quickly. This was never
         David’s way. ‘Good,’ he replied instead, ‘now I can break your other leg.’ Whereupon he kicked the prostrate Treanor hard
         on the left leg, and trotted off to the dressing-room before the master in charge could point the finger.
      

      
      David, Jeff and I went to Bury Grammar School together. Jeff, Mike and I had started out at Park View Primary School together.
         We weren’t the only City supporters we knew; it just seemed that way to us. In the years from 1957 to 1965, when we were at
         the impressionable age from eight to sixteen, City faced a yearly battle against relegation, a battle that was to be lost
         in 1963. United won the League Championship in 1957 and would arguably have won the Double that year if Ray Wood, the goalkeeper,
         had not been incapacitated in the Cup final by a dubious shoulder-charge from Aston Villa’s outside-left Peter McParland.
         After the calamity of Munich, Busby famously resurrected United to win the FA Cup in 1963 and to weld the side of Best, Law
         and Charlton into the League Champions of 1965. The bonds that still bind the four Jewish friends were forged in those years
         of painful adversity.
      

      
      I mention Munich deliberately because it may be difficult for City supporters who have arrived recently on the scene to understand fully what happened in Manchester in February 1958. The day after United had drawn 3–3 at Red Star Belgrade to
         progress into the semi-finals of the European Cup, the aeroplane carrying the team, officials and press crashed in taking
         off from Munich airport. Seven United players, Roger Byrne, Geoff Bent, Eddie Colman, Mark Jones, Billy Whelan, Tommy Taylor
         and David Pegg, died instantly. Duncan Edwards, whose brave struggle for life won him admirers outside the football-supporting
         community, died fifteen days later. Johnny Berry and Jackie Blanchflower never played again. Busby hovered near death, but
         eventually returned to England to see United reach their second successive Cup final.
      

      
      I was devastated by the news of the crash. Everybody in Manchester was. I am informed that the nation wept, possibly wherever
         football was played tears were shed – but not like they were in Manchester. It was a death in the immediate family. Most of
         the young men killed were local. Tommy Taylor and David Pegg came from across the Pennines, Duncan Edwards from Dudley in
         the Midlands and Billy Whelan was Irish, but the rest of them and the very heart of the team was Manchester.
      

      
      There was no City/United divide on this. The great City and England goalkeeper, Frank Swift, died at Munich, but our tears
         were shed for us – the city of Manchester. Nothing better illustrates the despicable bile which has entered the game in recent
         years than the unpleasant song references to Munich chanted now by rival fans. I yield nothing to any of them in my desire
         to see Manchester United in their rightful place, rooted firmly to the bottom of the GM Vauxhall Conference, with the added
         bonus of seeing the price of their shares slip so low that trading is suspended in them on the floor of the Stock Exchange,
         but any adverse reference to what happened at Munich that day moves me to their instant defence.
      

      
      Such references invariably stem from those idiots who were not alive in 1958 to recall the mood of a city in mourning. In
         my class, we were instructed to write diaries of our lives, under the influence of a grey-haired woman called Mrs Newlands,
         to whose idiosyncratic but inspired teaching methods I have remained in debt for forty years. Using real ink and a cracked
         nib, I scrawled page after page detailing the latest medical bulletins from the Isar Hospital where the survivors of the crash
         were being treated. The day Duncan Edwards died, I could scarcely write for tears. His last reported words were apparently
         enquiring about the time of the kick-off for Saturday’s match and the likelihood of his being passed fit to play in it. It
         upsets me still.
      

      
      Mrs Newlands was a fierce critic of our work. Failure in the weekly spelling tests would lead to the culprit being hit on
         the hands with a ruler or bent over a wicker basket and smacked with a plimsoll, not on the bottom but more devilishly on
         the unprotected back of the thigh. I hate to say it, because I have been an unreconstructed liberal since I first read the
         Manchester Guardian, but I have always been an excellent speller, so I must regretfully conclude that her methods worked.
      

      
      Certainly I remember failing to spell ‘television’ correctly in one test, the humiliation of which was far greater than the
         pain that was inflicted as a consequence. Her reliance on the plimsoll and ruler was complemented by her ability to inspire
         a love of learning and a respect for the basics of grammar, spelling and punctuation, which I shudder to hear Sir Rhodes Boyson
         echoing. In February 1958, Mrs Newlands listened in silence as the class recorded their individual reactions to the Munich
         air disaster, making no attempt to correct anything. It was a masterly stroke of psychology which would have been applauded by today’s trauma
         therapists as much as her sporadic violence would have been condemned. To me, it was the ultimate confirmation of how deeply
         Munich had affected us.
      

      
      To this day, I cannot sit in an aeroplane without instinctively recalling that the surviving heroes of the crash, Bill Foulkes,
         Harry Gregg and Bobby Charlton, sat at the front of the plane playing cards when the plane attempted its final, fateful takeoff.
         Whether I look out of the window or bury my head in a book, not once have I ever been able to experience a takeoff without
         thinking about Munich. Twice a trip the same images flash through my mind – the broken plane lying crazily askew the ice and
         snowbound runway, combined with the picture of the Munich Memorial at Old Trafford.
      

      
      I make no apologies for intensely disliking Manchester United, the club, its manager, its chairman, its board of directors,
         its ludicrously widespread fan base or, most particularly, its bloody souvenir megastore. Why don’t they cast a glance at
         the City souvenir shop to see how a genuine club operates? At Maine Road, the shop is firmly bolted at most times when fans
         might want to purchase something. Reluctantly, at 2pm on match days, it opens its doors and its fifteen square feet of space
         to serve the regular 25,000 to 30,000 who still turn up. The only replica shirt everyone wants to buy, of course, is that
         worn by the team’s best player, Georgi Kinkladze. On the last day of the 1995–96 season, with the match against Liverpool
         sold out, the City souvenir shop discovered it had run out of the letters ‘K’ and ‘Z’. It isn’t so much that we City supporters
         of a certain age are trapped in a timewarp of the 1970s. It is that we are trapped in a bad situation comedy of the 1970s. Terry and June, I think.
      

      
      
      Although I used to go to Old Trafford almost every other week in the 1960s (see here), I haven’t been back there since
         27 April 1974. That match ended Manchester United 0, Manchester City 1. The winning goal was scored by Denis Law with a casual
         backheel past Alex Stepney. The United crowd invaded the pitch in an attempt to cause the game to be abandoned; it was, but
         the result stood anyway and United were relegated to the Second Division. Some memories are too precious to risk being destroyed
         by traversing the same ground. I have to say, however, even on that day I did not fail to make my pilgrimage to stand in front
         of the Munich Memorial and read again the names etched as deeply on my mind as they are on that stone tablet.
      

      
      The approach to the Memorial is now dwarfed by that gigantic souvenir superstore, a clear demonstration of Manchester United
         plc’s belief in the subservience of God to Mammon. When Alex Ferguson finally clears his desk, it is more likely to be at
         the behest of the chairman of the Stock Exchange than the traditional choir of disaffected supporters. Again, United have
         only to look across Manchester to see how these things should be done. City’s revolving door in the manager’s office gives
         the fans a sense of involvement in the club’s affairs. What can United fans do but buy the shares, buy the season ticket,
         buy the cheap-day return to Manchester from whichever remote part of Europe they live in? The fact is that I, who despise
         Manchester United, feel an affinity for that club that the County Down Reds, the Cherbourg branch of the Manchester United
         Supporters’ Club, the Ryan Giggs duvet-purchasers, the David Beckham pyjama-wearers, can never match. The soul of Manchester
         United has nothing to do with public flotations or executive boxes. It is about Matt Busby’s dream as he stood in the bombed
         ruins of Old Trafford in 1945.
      

      
      
      Manchester has changed since 1958. So has the country, so has the sporting culture. For a lad who grew up with Bert Trautmann
         and timed his adolescence to coincide with the arrival of Lee, Bell and Summerbee at Maine Road, it is not easy to feel similarly
         passionate about Ged Brannan and Gerry Creaney. I live in London now, a consequence of my professional life working in television,
         making films for as wide an audience as possible. I spend time in Los Angeles, like any writer with a suitcase full of movie
         scripts. When they ask me where I live, I have to reply, ‘London.’ When they ask me where I come from, I always say, ‘Manchester.’
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      IT IS INDICATIVE OF THE POVERTY OF THEIR IMAGINATION that Manchester United named their ground after the home of Lancashire County Cricket Club. In ancient times, the number
         48 bus used to stop where Lou Macari’s fish and chip shop now stands. If you turned right down Warwick Road North, you wound
         up at the football ground; but if you turned left and walked past Barlow Road (named, I later discovered, after a nineteenth-century
         opening batsman rather than Colin Barlow, the speedy Manchester City forward of the late 1950s), you arrived at my other temple
         of worship.
      

      
      I knew this was a temple from an early age, because God had left a message outside the turnstiles. It read: ‘PLAY NOT GUARANTEED.
         NO MONEY RETURNED. BY ORDER.’ Since the weather in Manchester hasn’t changed much in forty years, the notice is probably still
         there, though possibly couched in language more suited to the age of the Citizen’s Charter.
      

      
      Naturally Uncle Laurence had his own response to what he perceived as another fascist/Gentile pogrom aimed specifically at
         him. For this, Laurence collected around him a group of acolytes. They were mostly, but not exclusively, Jewish (I seem to
         recall the names of Sidney Weintraub and Eric Cohen) and their professions were varied, but what they shared was an adoration of
         Laurence’s wit. On a good day there would have been about twelve of us – three children and nine adults. We would sit in the
         Hornby Stand (now unimaginatively renamed Stand D North) and we would all laugh at his jokes, sometimes dutifully but mostly
         genuinely.
      

      
      Most but not all of the adults were members of Lancashire CCC and had little coloured, stiff-backed membership cards containing
         that season’s fixture list to prove it. Women had a different colour (reduced tariff because, despite their membership, they
         couldn’t sit in the pavilion) as did children, known as Junior subscribers, who shared the same disadvantages of apartheid
         as the Lady members. The Hornby Stand, situated in a prime spot behind the bowler’s arm, was open to members only. Laurence,
         in classic socialist mode, wouldn’t be seen dead sitting with the proletariat in the ‘free seats’ on the popular side.
      

      
      As a child of parents with no interest in any kind of sport whatsoever, nobody was going to waste two guineas on providing
         me with the privileges of Junior membership. In addition, nobody was too keen on forking out for admission to a performance
         that might at any moment be abruptly terminated by the funereal clouds which always seemed to hover over Old Trafford. The
         ominous ‘BY ORDER’ notice lent added weight to the belief that watching cricket was a futile and unrewarding pastime.
      

      
      Laurence’s response was to put his own unique brand of socialism into operation. It was based on the accepted idea that the
         workers’ strength lay in their solidarity, which meant that none of the group was to move anywhere except as part of the group.
         Laurence’s strategy was that groups of twelve were an intimidating presence even to gatekeepers wearing peaked caps – an awesome symbol of power to one of my tender years. So my uncle would
         hold out his hand and a collection of membership cards would be deposited in it. Holding them in a large multicoloured display
         like a royal flush, Laurence would then stride purposefully through the membership gate at the entrance to the ground and
         past the man at the foot of the Hornby Stand, waving the multicoloured fan at him. Laurence would make momentary eye contact
         with the cowed official as if daring him to stop us and ask why nine adults and three children were bearing a total of only
         eight membership cards, but to the best of my memory there was never a confrontation.
      

      
      There was an easier way. Two men would enter while the ticketless one hovered in the toilets. When the two had secured their
         seats in the stand, one of them would retreat to the urinals carrying both membership cards, handing the spare one to the
         one loitering who, it was to be hoped, hadn’t been arrested for importuning in a public convenience. This procedure could
         be repeated indefinitely until the entire group had been legally admitted, but in many ways it was too easy. It lacked the
         gladiatorial bravado which Laurence found so attractive and the implicit challenge to authority, which he always won. It also
         took about half an hour, and the last one into his seat might have missed the sight of the first three batsmen as they were
         clean bowled by Brian Statham.
      

      
      My first match at Old Trafford (the real one) was the Whitsuntide ‘Roses’ clash with Yorkshire in May 1955. Laurence took
         me to pay a grudging respect to Len Hutton, who had recently captained England to a glorious 3–1 victory in the Ashes series
         in Australia. The reason for the grudging nature of the respect was that Hutton was a Yorkshireman, and our delight in the
         triumphs of Yorkshiremen, even when their sweaters were adorned with the three lions of England, was always tarnished by a recognition
         of the fact that since they were Yorkshiremen, they were inherently the enemy and all too soon the three lions would be replaced
         by the white rose, and traditional enmity restored.
      

      
      Nevertheless, I am pleased to record that I did see Len Hutton batting in his last match against Lancashire. I am even more
         pleased to record that he was ignominously bowled for 2 by K. B. Standring, a local grammar school boy who played for Clitheroe
         in the Ribblesdale League. Standring bowled at a brisk fast-medium pace and faded from view after just six Championship games,
         but his place in history was secured with that one dismissal. It was one of the few moments of joy in a match which Lancashire
         were to lose by five wickets. Yorkshire, I was soon to discover, were to assume the role of Manchester United in my cricketing
         universe.
      

      
      A few weeks later, Hutton retired from the game due to chronic lumbago. My mother, who also suffered from the same complaint,
         continued to play beach cricket into her forties and I was puzzled as to why Hutton didn’t just get up in the morning and
         moan then get on with life, as my mother did. My mother exotically also suffered from fibrositis in the shoulder, just as
         Bert Trautmann was reported to have done. In addition to her being the fount of all medical and nutritional knowledge, as
         I supposed most mothers probably were, these remarkable coincidences merely intensified my love for her.
      

      
      I have always felt there is something admirable in acquiring sporting injuries. In 1994 I was producing Lovejoy for the BBC. Ian McShane, the United-supporting eponymous hero, fell off a wall during a stunt and ‘did a Gazza’, as he explained
         to an admiring audience, which meant tearing the anterior and posterior cruciate ligaments – a typically sexy injury. In the early 1980s I was producing a love story for the BBC, set in the world
         of the ballet, and was intrigued to discover that though the reputation of the male ballet dancers for being not entirely
         heterosexual was perfectly well-founded, their injuries evoked entirely different responses.
      

      
      Damaged knees were the worst because they were career-threatening – which I knew because Bob Willis and Graham Dilley were
         constantly dropping out of the England Test team for the same reason – but the dancers were also afflicted by those other
         familiar sporting ailments, groin strains, pulled hamstrings and calf-muscle injuries. As they danced on through pain, my
         respect for them increased rapidly. There was no gesturing to the wings pointing at the source of the pain, and their directors
         did not hold after-performance press conferences to announce the state of their dancers’ bodies in order to mitigate the probability
         of a bad review. Dancing at Sadler’s Wells or Covent Garden was like playing for Liverpool under Kenny Dalglish. If you acknowledged
         your injury and dropped out, the chances were that Darcey Bussell would take your place and you’d never get it back. Wasn’t
         that what happened to Jan Molby?
      

      
      My second match at Old Trafford in the summer of 1955 was more memorable. The occasion was the third Test between England
         and South Africa. This was before the Sharpeville massacre and Laurence’s increasingly vocal campaign against apartheid, so
         we were still allowed to eat South African oranges and watch their cricketers. The Hornby Stand was packed and the children
         were deposited on the grass between the boundary rope and the fence. It was a wonderful Test, won by the South Africans by
         three wickets with minutes to spare on the last afternoon.
      

      
      
      Frank Tyson, Lancashire-born and rejected by his home county as a youngster, was playing his first domestic Test of the summer
         after having destroyed the Aussies Down Under during the winter. Early on, he induced an edge from the opener Jackie McGlew
         which was safely caught behind the wicket by Godfrey Evans. The umpire gave the batsman not out and McGlew went on to make
         a century. Tyson’s wild anger caused him to pitch the ball shorter and shorter, which was meat and drink to a cutter and puller
         of McGlew’s quality.
      

      
      At the other end, the Middlesex off-spinner Fred Titmus, in only his second game for England, was being hit out of Test cricket
         for seven years. A tall, gangling, unprepossessing batsman called Paul Winslow, coming in at number eight, scored the third
         century of the South African innings in a style never bettered even by Ian Botham. Sixes went crashing to every part of the
         ground. Tony Lock bowled the ball off which Winslow went to his hundred. It soared majestically over the television commentary
         stand and into the neighbouring practice ground, the ball disappearing into the distance like a shell from a cannon.
      

      
      Uncle Laurence had been observing this mayhem with a certain amount of anxiety as Winslow continued his assault on the hapless
         spinners. The boys behind the boundary ropes had collected a number of small glass lemonade bottles which doubled as make-shift
         cricket bats during the lunch and tea intervals. Inevitably these bottles were the unwitting target of Winslow’s straight
         drives, and after another one had landed a few feet away, smashing into a bottle and scattering a trail of glass, Uncle Laurence
         thought it time for action.
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