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‘No matter how much money you’ve got, you can’t seem to get any Rice Krispies.’


Luther Blissett on life in Milan


‘Novels can’t fight cars, movies, television, booze.’


Louis-Ferdinand Céline




Eau de Homicide


April, 2011


‘I’m not being followed Aram.’


‘You’re not being followed, Kev? That’s good, isn’t it?’


He doesn’t get it, doesn’t understand. I’ll be clearer then. Spell it out. ‘Rio Ferdinand’s being followed,’ I seethe into the Vertu mobile. ‘And he’s not the Captain of England.’


‘No, Kev, that’s you . . . Look now’s not really . . .’


‘Even that shit-piston Joey Barton’s being followed.’


‘Kev, I’m . . .’


‘And Barton’s not even in the England squad.’


‘Kev, please,’ Aram whispers into his phone, ‘I am two million up.’


Oh right, I get it. My agent can’t give me his fullest. He’s cleaning out some billionaire at cards . . . Still, am I not his best client? Am I not Kev King?


‘Need to see you, Aram. We need to discuss . . . I’m coming in.’


I hang up, accelerate the Bentley Continental, make Mayfair, see Hyde Park all greenly looming. I turn into Hamilton Place and stop outside Les A, the private high-rollers’ casino and informal office of Aram Shishakli, the Syrian sports Svengali. Leaving the door-monkey to park, I’m nodded through face control and into the bar. I have a listen. There’s a silky hubbub of multilingual chit-chat. I look around. There are nooks and alcoves all conspiratorially arranged and in them sit some major financial players: carbon cash, most of them.


I stand, cough. Heads swivel. Naturally.


I nod to Prince Ibn Abu-Khaled, who came here in the nineties to buy up London, and who’s got an exec box at my club; then I look to the next table, chuck a cocky wink to Len Kiniyenko who came here from St Petersburg in the early two thous’, bought most of London off the Prince. All of which is fair enough. London is for sale, always has been. And every few years we refresh the funding, we update the squad.


‘Aram?’ I ask nobody in particular.


About fifteen billion worth of head nods me towards a discreet door set in a walnut-panelled wall. I approach, swing the door open, spot Aram, sitting centre of the room at a green-baized table, going head-to-head with some UHNWI that I’ve clocked at the ground, but only recently. Part of the newest wave of carbon cash, this lad. Turkmenistan or something; a Kazakhi fella. Round that way. Got lucky with some gas strike in the Caspian Sea, come over to buy London off the Russian.


Aram looks up long-sufferingly. ‘Kev,’ he says.


‘Come on Aram,’ I say. ‘We’re chatting . . . Me and you.’


Aram gives the UHNWI he’s cleaning out a rueful look. ‘May we take a recess?’


The gas lad just smiles, nods, looks over to me. ‘Mr King,’ he says. ‘An honour.’


Yeah, yeah. Course. ‘Aram?’


The Syrian stands, podges towards me, wafting his hand to show me I should lead.


It’s a stroll to the back of the bar, then we snug into an alcove opposite some fit gabble of ladies. I peer into that gabble, spot Hollywood’s Michael Fassbinder at its centre, knocking back a glass of Krug Clos D’Ambonnay ’98. We lock eyes, nod as equals, look away.


Aram smoothes his black Jasper Littman suit, pretends he’s got some crumb on there, then peers straight up at me. ‘Were you not followed over here as well, Kev?’


‘You don’t get it, do you?’


‘No.’


‘It’s Twitter. I’m not being followed on Twitter. My figures are pitiful. Ferdinand’s on a million plus followers.’


Aram’s gone quiet. He looks down. He’s having a think. Considering my issue? But no, because when he looks back at me he’s fuming. ‘You pull me away from a major game because of your Twitter figures?’


‘No . . . Yes . . . I . . .’


‘Christ. Trifling. We just hire someone,’ he explains, throwing wedge at the problem. ‘They work out how to promote you. Advertise it, do some deal with a sponsor. Pay to get your numbers up.’


He stands, duty to his client done, turns to shark back to his private game.


But no, not yet, because we haven’t dealt with the problem. ‘Aram. Stop.’


‘What?’ He’s exasperated, turns back to face me.


‘It’s not just the followers.’


‘Right,’ he exhales. ‘What else?’


‘It’s the lifestyle, generally.’ I lower my voice, ‘My general lifestyle.’


He can hear I’m wounded. He calms down a bit, pretends to at least. He returns to the table, sits back down. ‘Go on, Kev.’


‘It’s . . . I didn’t get a page in the Match or Shoot annuals. England captain. No feature page. First time ever . . .’


‘I know. The likeability factor.’


‘What?’


‘Nothing.’


‘And my couture label . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘Had Mid Life on the phone this morning. Sales of Kev King Couture are not, you know, as expected.’


‘Right.’


‘Mid Life said Rio Ferdinand’s fashion label’s thriving. Told me his Reuben boot with leather toecap and tonal knitted cuff has been worn on the goggle by JLS.’


And it has. I have since sought out the footage.


I look plaintively over to Aram, pursing my lips, feeling deflated, raw. But Aram’s involved now, he’s thinking properly. He goes quiet, then pronounces, ‘You may currently be feeling this lifestyle malaise . . .’


‘Fuck. Exactly, Aram, exactly.’ I try out this new diagnosis for size. ‘A lifestyle malaise.’ That’s precisely what it is. And although very few things still genuinely motivate Kev – silverware, the ladies, top-notch consumer protection – the lifestyle’s always vital, is right up there at the pinnacle, getting tops off the fairy on the tree, you might even say. And yet currently something’s wrong – my much-valued lifestyle isn’t pulling its weight, because where there’s top lifestyle there should also be top numbers.


And I’m just not hitting the figures.


But Aram’s not stopped. ‘I mean, you may feel down about these things now, but it’s hardly all doom and gloom, Kev. In three weeks you will be playing your third consecutive Champions League final.’


Clearly.


Aram thinks I’m unaware of that looming skirmish, the biggest club game in the world, and my third bite at that particular cherry? Because that’s another thing that’s grieving me, the upcoming final, it’s getting under my skin. The sheer magnitude of maybe winning three Champs Leagues on the bounce . . . Christ. That would be something. Can I really do it? . . . But I put that question to the back of my mind, dink the chat back to lifestyle issues.


‘Maybe Eau de Homicide was the wrong name for my aftershave, Aram?’


‘No, Kev, I think it’s perfect.’


‘Maybe claiming the fragrance had undernotes of tiger spunk was a bit tacky?’


‘No, it was actually very clever.’


‘Maybe it’s time to lift those superinjunctions then, Aram? That’ll raise the profile.’


‘Maybe Kev . . . But do you want to know what I think?’


Course I do, that’s why I came, get his devious cogs turning, seek advice from his veteran brain. But I don’t say that, instead I’m all breezy, non-committal. ‘May as well, as we’re here.’


‘The issue is that you are in a ghetto.’


‘I live in fucking Surrey.’


‘A marketing ghetto.’


‘Oh yeah?’


‘Yes. You are well known in England. For your football, yes, but also for the rarefied quality of your lifestyle. But the Europeans know only your game. They see you on the field a few times a year but they have no feel for your other qualities. They are unaware of the wider Kev.’


The wider Kev. Nice! And Aram’s right. When your continental civilian football fan clocks your Kev Kings, I may well be exhilarating through the defensive lines of your Inters, your Reals or your Olympic Marseilles. On occasion.


Which is nice. For them, I mean. The viewing Herberts.


But that’s all they see.


I mean, they clock me in my work gear, some rank football kit, the irredeemably Fauvist logo of a Gujarati hedge fund – for that’s our current sponsor – emblazoned across the pecs. They see me in footy boots pelting about, barnet squashed, mud on the knee, panting like a randy mammoth. But they don’t see me off the pitch, in my pomp, resplendent in a salon-fresh lid, exuding composure at some so-fashionable-the-bouncer-won’t-even-let-himself-in type bar slash club. These continentals – your Pierres, your Gunters, your actual Vincenzos – probably don’t even know I run my own couture range.


I see where the Shish is heading. ‘Right,’ I say. Encouraging him. Goading him. Almost.


‘There are more than forty countries in Europe, Kev.’


‘I know, Aram, steering the England through Euro 2012 qualifying.’


‘Of course. Sorry. Well, imagine what would happen to your numbers if every country in Europe knew about your other side, your lifestyle side.’


‘Kaboom!’


‘Exactly, Kev, so here’s what we do . . .’





Part One





More Powerful. Than a Normal Ballad


We’re on. This is it. Eurovision.


I’m nestled high up in the VIP zone, close to the roof of the Esprit Arena, and I get up, step away from the sofa and approach the balcony where Ash Hughes, our dumb-but-gifted centre-back already stands, surveying the huge crowd below. I stand next to Ash, lean over the balcony too, am blasted from below by whiffs of cheap hair product, of burger and lager. I can hear the hubbub of foreign voices, and I look down beyond the packed lower tiers of the Arena towards the floor space, also heaving with civilian punters, all stroked by twisting red and violet spotlights, all staring towards the massive stage.


Tens of thousands of expectant fans. And those fans are up for it.


You can sense that; you can smell it.


The atmos is electric. And not just with static from the crowd’s man-made fibres. It’s more than that, it’s the immensity of the upcoming event. Because for one night only Düsseldorf’s Esprit Arena is the epicentre of world music. Not World Music in the Peter Gabriel sense of marimbas and falafel and lutes, but in the sense of the most important musical event in the world. Because we’re mere minutes away from the start of Eurovision.


Abba won this. Sealion Dion competed.


It’s the most popular light entertainment broadcast in the world. Which is why I’m here. But unfortunately I’m not alone . . .


‘Tummy hurts,’ Ash Hughes says. ‘Feel a bit tired, Kev.’


Why’d I bring him? Tonight we take on Europe, make this continent of tasselled loafers, al-fresco dining and executive saloon cars into the UK’s musical bitch. And all Ash does is moan about his tum.


‘Missing Masterchef,’ he adds.


The whiny turd-coddler shouldn’t have come. He’s never bloomed in the glitzy lights, never responded to the trappings of top lifestyle. So I turn away from Ash and the humid crowd, scrutinize instead the sweep of the VIP zone, taking up the entire top tier of the Esprit’s south stand. And across that VIP zone I see many artists from many European countries – singers, mandolinists, acrobats even – dressed now for battle, some standing and chatting tensely, or else couching out in their designated artist areas, trying to relax in the minutes before the contest begins.


But something’s not right, something’s missing. Because where are our Eurovision entrants? Where are Blue, the once-boy-now-man band? After all, they’ve reunited especially for this year’s contest, and it’s in their artist area where we now stand.


Are they snacking? Bunking up with the Armenian entrants?


Who can say. But I’m nervous for them, and for Blighty. And I’m nervous for music. As a whole. But who’s that? Because some lone figure’s now nearing Blue’s section of the artist area. Approaching me directly, with some steadfast purpose.


‘Kev King?’ this new arrival says, brandishing some clipboard and pen.


I nod. What’s this tit-shy cock-swaddler after?


‘I’m the lead cameraman for this tier. I have some instructions from the director.’


Oh right. Decent.


‘We will shoot your close-up directly after Blue leave the stage. You will be exactly here, Mr King.’ He points to the sofa behind us. ‘I will approach with the camera from over there,’ he jerks out an arm. ‘It will be . . .’ he flicks up some paper, some running order, frowns, ‘a very, very lengthy close-up of you, actually,’ he says, puzzled. ‘The director has insisted.’


Okay. It’s on.


I let the cameraman know I’ll be right where he asks. And with that he fucks off. Which is nice. And what’s also nice is that my agent Aram’s clearly delivered, has plucked some gilded strings somehow, influenced the director so that tonight I’ll be screened continent-wide, sans football kit, sans sweat, in full and sensuous TV close-up, showing your Gustavs and Brunhildes, your Giuseppes, a different side of Kev: hair buffed, shoes chicing, clobbered head to toe in Kev King Couture.


Tonight these Europeists will see a wider shade of Kev.


So it’s best off to the bogs, quick-sharp, for a final round of preening.


Heart pounding, exhilarated, I take leave of Ash, pick my way across the VIP area. I spot signs for the shittoon and mosey over. Inside, and I check myself in the mirror, adjust a lapel that needs no adjusting, buff an already immaculate shoe.


Right. Ready. I look immense. Bigger.


Satisfied, I’m about to leave, but then my gaze falls across the bog’s waste basket.


‘Hang the fuck on,’ I think. ‘Look at that.’


And I’m not in the mood for this, now’s really not the time. But I can’t let it go.


Because the wastebasket’s chocked with used hand towels, is brimmed with crumpled paper. In short, is a fucking disgrace. And so imagine if you will, take a moment from your busy if worthless day to picture your own self – post-slash, post-handwash – plucking a paper towel from the actually quite well-positioned dispenser.


Okay? Got that?


Now answer this: what fraction of that paper towel will you use? How much of its absorbency capacity will you actually employ?


Half, maybe? Two-thirds?


Perhaps as much as that with the first towel.


Yeah, I used the word first. Because you’ll reach again, pluck another towel, use less this time round before you scrunch and chuck. And imagine yourself now, peering in the mirror, hating your buckled teeth – you really should’ve sorted them – thoughtlessly reaching for a third towel, using maybe one bitsy corner of that before flinging it away.


But let’s be clear, this isn’t some eco rant.


It’s not the waste-paper angle of careless hand towel use that needles me.


It’s the lifestyle angle. The customer service angle.


By which, of course, I mean the Dyson Airblade angle.


Because what’s the point in smug-seeming inventor James Dyson devising the revolutionary Airblade hand-drying system if it’s not purchased and employed? I mean – I close my eyes, recall the Airblade product features – Dyson furnished the Airblade with digital pulse technology, topped that by adding an anti-microbial Hepa H12 filter, went even further – too far, some said – by encasing the Airblade hand-dryer with vandal-proof, die-cast aluminium.


Turned, in short, the entire public bog hand-drying experience on its head.


So then why’s there no Airblade in the Esprit Arena’s VIP zone? Especially on this glamorous Eurovision night. Because the top-end customer’s being let down here, having their lifestyle piles grated by the sandpaper of consumer negligence. If you will.


It’s hard at times to sustain your faith in human nature.


But I won’t give up. I’ll be proactive. That’s what I do. I whip out the Vertu, summon a browser window, dink to the Esprit website, call their main number.


‘Who the fuck runs your shitters?’ I demand, receiving some catty foreign wibble in reply.


I have a think, speak more calmly. ‘Hygiene services?’ I ask instead.


And this time the receptionist puts me through, to some number which I strongly suspect isn’t right, a mere fob off to shunt me from her line. But no matter. Because I’ve got to make my case to someone. I have to represent. The line rings, rings again, goes to answerphone, and yeah I’m disappointed, but still, I leave a message. I make a case for the Airblade.


400 mph sheets of air, I say.


Touch free infrared operation.


Guaranteed for 350,000 drying cycles.


That’s it. I can do no more. I’ve tried to shine a light in the darkness, influence the Arena’s purchasing model. It’s out of my hands now. And frustrated, I close the call and exit the shittoon, picking my way back across the VIP.


‘There any sandwiches?’ Ash asks as I arrive.


But I don’t reply. In fact, I’m about to blow. But then I spot man-band Blue finally making their own way across the open VIP zone towards us where we stand in their designated artist area. And that’s good, I calm it. The advancing of their genuine sleb presence soothes me, and I steer Ash’s gaze towards them.


‘Fourteen million records,’ I whisper in awe, ‘Four. Teen. Mill. Yun. Records.’


‘No you haven’t.’


Jesus. ‘Not me. Blue.’


‘Where do they keep them?’


I worry about Ash. Top player and everything, but dozy as fuck.


‘They’ve sold fourteen million records, Ash.’


And they have. While eleven top ten singles they have plundered. Because Blue are the music. Kev is the music, too, in a way. But that is for another time. Blue are close now, and they spot me, smile, head over as a man to offer handshakes to the captain of England. But I toss up a stern palm.


‘Gents,’ I tell them, ‘stay in the zone. Concentrate. We can catch up afterwards. You’ve got to win this.’


They nod at that, smile at my words. Because tonight it’s not all about me and I know what the pre-match is like. I respect these men – as artists and red-top staples – and they’re psyched for their coming performance. So we leave them alone as they nestle in, have a last huddled chat.


‘Simon Webbe,’ I say quietly to Ash, nodding towards the nearest member of Blue. ‘Company magazine’s 2004 sixty-second sexiest man.’


‘Er,’ acclaims Ash.


‘And there’s Lee Ryan. Massive in Italy . . . And Duncan James. Massive in musicals . . . Titans. Men mountains.’


‘Um,’ wows Ashley.


‘And the other one. Antony something. Got papped pissing up a cash machine in February . . . Animal.’


Minutes pass. Nerves rise. I move back to the balcony, look around. Ash is on the sofa, holding his tummy. The band keep their own company. And now some woman has entered the VIP, is over to Blue, wearing some kind of headset and clutching a clipboard of some nature and sort of whispering at Blue in a professionalish manner, thus causing your Blue to nod and stand and ready themselves to exit their artist’s area.


They’ve been summoned backstage to await their performance slot.


I clench a fist of solidarity, waggle it at Blue as they leave. But they do not glance back.


Total focus. I understand that.


I glance over to Ash Hughes, see he’s nodded off. But no matter.


The lights dim. Silence. Then the presenters appear, materialize really, as though they’ve been downloaded onto the stage. They deliver their scripted double act.


Next, Finland’s twenty-year-old singer-songwriter Paradise Oskar takes the stage; the first performer. He sings a ballad. And his ballad is balladic, yes, but for me – and the feeling mounts as the song progresses – it lacks a certain something, a certain je ne sais Kev.


It is perhaps just not powerful enough for my taste.


Because ballad-wise, I prefer a power ballad. Which is to say a normal ballad. Except more powerful. Foreigner’s ‘I Want To Know What Love Is’ . . . Powerful.


Whitesnake’s ‘Is This Love’ . . . Again, a very powerful ballad.


Actually, what is a ballad?


No matter. The songs progress. The many acts take the stage.


Bosnia-Herzegovina’s Dino Merlin. Promising.


Moldova’s Zdob şi Zdub. Unfathomable.


And now it’s our time. Blue themselves take the stage, backed by four giant screens.


They begin, perform.


Blue tear it up: they own the Esprit Arena. But not just the venue. Because their song, ‘I Can’, is heard can’t-stop-listeningly across the continent, thrusts itself balls-deep into millions of living rooms, converting the sceptics, unwavering the waverers. And surely with this song Blue will secure the UK’s sixth Eurovision title. The only thing that can stop them is not the quality of their music – no, Blue have delivered on that front – but the voting cliques with which this contest is riven; the nefarious swapsies that have sullied your Eurovision in recent musical seasons; tacit agreements that treat points on the board like mere points on a board.


Match-fixing, if you will, but with music. Track-fixing then.


Blue leave the stage and I take my arranged place on the sofa, Ash Hughes dozing out of shot, two cushions along; Ash who begins to talk in his sleep, saying things now about a walrus, now about a pony. And I can see the cameraman approaching, picking his way – camera hoisted on shoulder – towards me.


This is it. My moment. With this close-up I will shake of my lifestyle malaise, will . . . But wait, what’s that? I feel a tap on my shoulder. Some autograph hunter reaching over the lux sofa of Blue’s artist area to bother me, I guess. ‘Not fucking now,’ I bark, and continue to eye the approach of the cameraman.


But tappity-tap, my shoulder goes again.


‘All right,’ I say. ‘Give us your pen. Quick.’


But no pen is offered, so I glance round to see who’s behind me, who the bollock cherisher endangering my close-up is. And there’s some weird figure standing there. A demented figure really, in outlandish gear, wearing a huge hat – some fascinatingly massive hat – which is ribbed and coned, shaped like a tapering beehive.


Puzzled, I look down from this milliner’s wank of a hat to the face beneath it. But I only see a mask. A dark mask, darkened further by the gash of shadow falling across it from the hat above; the shadow falling darkest around the eyeholes, where the wearer’s gaze should be seen.


And who is this? Who the fuck is this?


But haven’t I seen this hat and mask combo before? On stage tonight, as it happens. On the actual Eurovision stage, where that same garb was used as a costume by one of the earlier acts, from some country somewhere, in the Caucasus or something.


The lad behind me’s a performer. Is legitimately in the VIP zone.


‘I’ll do it. But quick. Give us a pen,’ I say.


‘Loved your act by the way,’ I do not add, because I did not love his act. It was some desultory ska punk, or rapcore even. And still there is no pen for my scrawl, just the silent head beneath the hat and dark mask. I glance nervously over towards the cameraman. He’s nearly on me. And I’m stressy with the shoulder-tapper now, have had enough of his lingering cuntery.


‘Fuck off now, yeah? Nicely, yeah,’ I instruct. ‘Now.’


But he just stands there all hatly and maskly, totally still. And then he says his first words to me – this man who soon will wreck my world, will steal from me my club and my country and my reputation – because with his voice polished, modulated, sinisterly anodyne, he tells me that he wants to make me an offer.


To which, ‘Oh yeah,’ I just say, because as a high status athlete I get this all the time. These weird offers just go with the territory.


Will you fuck my wife while I film it?


Or . . .


What about your own kecks range in Austin Reed?


This sort of shit crops up daily.


‘The offer is this,’ the figure in the mask steadily continues. ‘Throw the Champions League and my associates will pay you three million euros.’


And hang on. He really say that? Because it’s not an offer I’ve ever had before.


I mean, throw the Champs? Asking me to throw the Champs?


I’m aghast.


No, I’m two ghasts.


I can’t tell my socks from my dinner.


I’m standing now, have turned furiously round, am eyeballing him. I can hear the blood pumping in my temples. But I can’t get a proper look at his face: the eyeholes in his mask remain blackened by shadow. But I notice that the mask ends at the mouth, leaving his still-shadowed chin bare.


‘Three million to throw the final,’ he unflinchingly repeats.


In red mist I leap over the sofa, lurch close to him, ready myself to pounce.


‘Throw the Champs? Throw the Champs?’


This lad is threatening the integrity of football, he’s pissing in the grail of the Champs League trophy. It’s like cutting up your dinner with Excalibur. It’s even worse than that. I grab out, lock my hands to this bastard’s shoulders. But he doesn’t flinch, doesn’t try to run.


He is impassive.


I peer further, can make out now the shape of his chin below his mask. It is a surly and cruel chin. The sort of chin that might feature in some spaghetti western, peppering a Mexican barmaid with rifle shot from atop a crudely rustic bell tower . . . I shiver. Unusual adversary. And who’s he working for, which shadowy cabal of sport perverters are paying his way? I need to know, so I can hunt and confront them. Rid the great game of corruption.


‘Who are your associates?’


He just stands there and I lose it.


I chuck him round, back of his legs now against the sofa, shove him roughly so that he crunks over that sofa and slams to the floor. I leap over, am on him, knees in his chest, hands round his throat.


‘Nil points,’ I bellow, tightening my grip. ‘You have nil points.’


My hands around the corrupter’s throat.


But . . . ‘Don’t kill him,’ some voice inside me says. ‘We need him alive.’


And that wise voice is right. I loosen my grip, but then hear a cough and shuffle behind me. I look round, see the cameraman, see the camera now peering right at me, delivering my longed-for lifestyle close-up. I see a convex version of myself reflected darkly in the lens: Kev King Couture strides creased, hair amok with the tussle, cheeks blotched. Plus there’s the whole strangley aspect of the footage. Which will not play well with my sponsors.


As I stare dumbly into the camera lens, Ash wakes, squints at me from the sofa. ‘You all right, Kev?’ he asks. ‘Looking a bit peaky.’


But I don’t reply, just look beyond him to see the match-fixer slipping away, dodging across the VIP zone, his thwacking great hat bobbling along as he makes his escape.





Endorsements


Alone in the self-indulgent opulence of the master suite.


What have I done? Why always me?


I toss and turn in the imperial bed, the cool Egyptian cotton seeming clammy as a shaman’s crotch. I can’t sleep, I’m haunted by images of a hat and mask, of a corrupt and tawdry chin. I throw back the covers, rise, stand naked in front of the bevelled Roco Verre mirror, swaying this way and that, peering at the many charismatic tats which cover my body like a ripped ink onesy. The torso’s pingy, the ink’s looking fine and I move closer to the mirror, squidging my nuts for lumps. But luckily I find nothing, and as I peer now at my balls in this murky, curtained light – I lift my cock, move it aside – I muse that my scrotum looks unnervingly like a mid-noughties snap of Tottenham’s Harry Redknapp.


But no matter. Because the Vertu rings and I pad to the bedside table, eye the screen.


Syrian super-agent Aram Shishakli. I take the call.


‘Another endorsement lost,’ he says.


Gutted. ‘Oh yeah, what’s that?’ I reply, trying to sound all natty.


‘AN Healthcare.’


It’s a blow to the tune of 1.5 mill a year. But then realistically I’m not bitter, I can’t complain. Because how can I continue working as the chirpily benign face of the UK’s largest private healthcare provider so soon after the whole televised strangling?


‘Who’ve we got left, Aram?’


‘The boot contract has been cancelled, the potato-based snack endorsement is off, and the Kev King suite at the Abu Dhabi Hilton has been put on hold.’


‘We’ve still got the pasta sauce?’


‘Yes, Kev, we have the pasta sauce.’


Which is something, but it’s not enough. All the major payers have cut and run. The lifestyle will take a beating: the yacht-build shelved, some of the gee-gees moved on.


‘You spoken to the club, Aram? What they making of it?’


‘Mr Bahta is in a meeting.’


‘About me?’


‘I suspect so. An emergency conference call with the main club sponsors . . . Now from a football point of view, the club are not going to fire their best player, days before the Champions League final.’


‘Yeah. Nice. Keep talking.’


‘But on the other hand, we ourselves have lost endorsement deals. Mr Bahta may have to cut you loose at the sponsors say-so.’


I’m hanging in the balance then. Commercial versus sporting interests.


In olden times your commercial interests may not have impinged on the field. But these days they are your lifeblood. And I accept that: football needs its sponsorship family as much as it needs set-piece specialists. But having said that – which I did – it galls me that the immensity of my ballography should have no say, and that my life is being moulded in some air-con HQ by MBAs who couldn’t tell a Puskás from a shin pad.


‘I’ll call you if I have any news from the club, Kev.’


‘Wait. What do you think’s going to happen?’


He pauses then, clears his throat, decides to give it to me straight. ‘Well, it really did seem like strangling, Kev.’


‘I know. It did look that way. I accept it was taken as that by some.’


‘The TV audience took it as strangling. As did the German police.’


‘Yeah, course. I remember.’


‘Initially. Until myself and Mr Bahta intervened.’


‘Yeah, all right, thanks . . . But what’s going to happen? Can we get out of it?’


‘Well, Kev, it’s on the front pages, back pages and in the op-eds. None of it too sympathetic. There’s calls for criminal charges, for your England armband, calls for expulsion from the squad . . . The broadcast news is buzzing, pundits calling for your head, supporters groups and trusts wading in . . . There’s a mutual climate of sanctimony over England, Kev. You have united the country. There’s even been rumbles in Parliament.’


‘Right.’


‘But I’ve spoken to the FA, they have agreed to sit tight. For today. Let the club respond first, let Bahta make his move . . . And in the meantime, you stay there, Kev. Say and do nothing. Do not watch TV or go online. Do not make or receive phone calls. Do not answer your door.’


‘Fuck.’


‘It really did look like strangling, Kev.’


‘I know. I accept that.’


‘Not really the solution to your lifestyle malaise.’


‘It’s not over yet.’


‘You might even say it’s having the opposite effect.’


‘You might, Aram. In some ways. But there’s no such thing as bad publ—’


‘There is, Kev. And this is it.’


‘But my Twitter’s gone mental.’


‘Of course. And what are all these new followers saying?’


‘They’re calling me a cunt. More or less. They’re using the word strangle.’


‘Right. Bad publicity, as I say . . . Stay off Twitter. Don’t retaliate, Kev. Say nothing. Okay? Apart from to me . . . You can tell me what happened . . .’


He’s trying again to get me to explain, tell him why I throttled Chinny. But I can’t.


I close the call. I’m dazed. I need air, need to think. I’ve got to hold on to club and country somehow, ride this shitstorm out. I slip on my KKC ‘Loverman’ aprés bathrobe, pop on my ‘Son of a Beach’ sandals and leave the opulent master suite, heading down the oak staircase into the galleried reception hall. Opening the front door, stepping outside, I’m dazzled by the sun, dazzled also by the sheer quality of my grounds. I eye the avenue of trees preening the sides of my driveway, then look left towards my pro-quality topiary zone, bushes expertly clipped into the shapes of the trophies I’ve achieved.


Two Premier Leagues; two FA Cups.


That other domestic cup that we accidentally won.


Then there’s the European Super Cup. And next to that, two more bushes. Each shaped like the Champions League trophy. And by that tidy duo of cups stands some clear earth, awaiting new trophy topiary, awaiting a third successive Champs League planting.


But even if the club doesn’t bin me, can I really win three? . . . Three on the bounce. To do that would immortalize me. I would pass from the fragility of the everyday into the indestructible arena of myth and legend. Footballistically speaking.


I eye the gap left for the third Champs trophy, fidget with my phone. I walk on, skirting my iconic Arts and Crafts mansion that towers above the open vista landscape as the pyramids once towered above the mud huts of Italy. I pad across my terracing, walking beyond the feline drone of the infinity pool and towards my favourite patch of garden.


I have built a small gazebo here. And a modest disco bar. From which I then removed the disco. And the bar. It is an almost-empty room now, a cool summerhouse cemented over a lumpy scrap of garden, smoothing over some raw memories. I step inside, see the solitary wickerwork chair, the white, drawerless desk.


I walk over to the desk. There is a pen on it, and a single sheet of paper, five or six names written on the paper in my own hand. I sit in the chair, stare at the desk, think about each of the names on that list, then look out through the open doorway to the lakes and the high trees beyond. I take out the Vertu, check it. Good signal, but nothing. No calls. No word from the club. I’m edgy, I open up a browser window on the phone. Aram told me not to, but I tap ‘Kev King’ into the search engine.


I’m inundated, overwhelmed. It is the World Wide Kev.


I decide to swerve the blogs, there’ll be vicious trolls amok. No, I stick to the mainstream, bring up the online papers, acclimatize with the broadsheets. ‘England Captain In Live TV Brawl’, says one. Which is factual, if missing the reasons behind the brawl: namely, Cruel Chin’s attempt to drag the glory of elite sport into the gutter.


I press on with the coverage.


‘Lowering the standards of public life . . .’


‘Negative effect on the behaviour of the young . . .’


‘Fallen role model . . .’


‘Disgrace to the England shirt . . .’


All of which might be fair enough, and I myself care deeply about public standards – more than any of these journo wank-wagons know – but they’ve got it wrong. I’m being maligned. I was protecting football from your quintessentially dark forces, and yet have been cast as one of those forces.


It’s like people following Luke Skywalker round shouting, ‘Darth, you twat.’


And the press have grabbed headlong for the stereotype of the brawling footballer, as though what happened at Eurovision was akin to a mundane affray, some parochial Saturday scuffle, say, exiting Amika nightclub. As though what I did was enact just one more bad-boy cliché in football’s long, accelerating saga. But that’s not what I did. We know that. I was trying to protect football, to keep it pure. But these journos don’t know that, they remain unaware of my crusade.


I grow tense. Is my nose bleeding? My breath is grabby and high. I lean towards the desk and pick up the single sheet of paper, look at the written names.


‘Cross those out,’ a voice from inside me says.


I put the paper back on the desk, pick up the pen, strike smoothly through each of the names.


‘Turn it over,’ the voice now says.


I turn the page and start to scratch an image on the blank side of the paper. I draw a hat and a dark mask. And then beneath the mask I draw a cruel chin.


‘Only him,’ says my inner voice.


And that’s all I’ve got to go on, the memory of a chin.


Just one surly chin to find then, in the whole of manky Europe.


I look up from the desk, stare poignantly into the middle distance. Which I own. Then further stare towards the row of trees that form a boundary to my grounds. And what’s that? Some lumpy dark shape on one of the branches of the tree. What is it? I stand, step away from the desk, head outside, walk towards the dark shape in the tree. But the Vertu rings and I stop, palm it out. Abtum Bahta, club chairman. Calling me himself.


Here we go then, my future on the line . . .


‘Mr Bahta.’


‘Did you get the case of Sherbert Dips I sent you, Kev?’


He’s always like this. ‘Yeah . . . Thanks.’ And I did get them, but the subject of the Parsi billionaire’s obsession with nostalgic English confectionary is hardly the one dearest to my heart right now. Because what’s the real news, Bahta? Why you ringing me?


But he dives right in now; must be pressed for time. ‘Our sponsors were pushing for an immediate dismissal.’


Fuck. Scuppered.


‘But I took a risk, fought for you. I managed to talk them round. They settled for a suspension and fine.’


‘No!’ I shout. ‘A suspension!?’ Because game-wise, a suspension and dismissal mean the same thing, mean missing the Champs final. ‘Fucking, fucking . . .’


‘Before you say something you may regret, hear me out. The suspension will commence after the game.’


I get it, I’m getting it. It’s a suspended suspension.


‘But,’ Bahta continues, ‘we announce it strongly today, dictate events. We say we’re cracking down, that your behaviour is unacceptable. That you’re on a final warning, an unprecedented fine. Our sponsors feel they could accept this, and with a strong punishment announced, the press should move on. Meaning the FA don’t have to come out of their bunker.’


‘Right . . . Mr Bahta, thank—’


‘Wait, Kev. I haven’t told you the fine.’


‘Oh yeah, go on.’


‘Two million pounds.’


‘What? As in two times one million? As in two million times one?’


‘Yes, and we’re taking the club captaincy off you.’


‘But . . .’


‘You’ve got off lightly. I’ve stuck my neck out for you, Kev. But if you don’t win now, my risk will be wasted. You understand?’


I’m not sure I do. But Bahta hangs up then, moves on to call the press, and I shake my head, try to clear my mind. Because two million quid is some fine. And with my endorsement ops fleeing too, it will genuinely stunt the lifestyle. But what’s my choice? Refuse the fine, get booted from the club, miss the Champs final and my chance to scoop a third?


No, never.


Won’t miss this final for its two mill entrance fee. So I’ll pay, triumph. I’ll ride out the media storm, then take dear England out to Euro 2012.


And I will bring the chin to justice.


I pocket my phone, turn to walk back to the house, but something catches my eye. Not literally, you understand, it is a figure of speech. Something’s glinting high up in the trees. It’s like the sun catching on a piece of glass. Then I see a dark shape, again, moving down the tree now to disappear.





Lecherous Acrobats



We’re in Lisbon, home town of the Lisbians and thus a Mecca for lady sex.


It’s minutes before kick-off at the Estádio da Luz, the Champs League anthem belting from the stadium’s sound system but failing to drown the din of the 65,000 crowd. Because I can still hear the opposition fans, cheek by jowl in the Bancada Sagres stand, chanting, ‘King, we will strangle you. King, we will strangle you,’ again and again.


And in a way I’ve just got to accept that.


Because I’m in the centre circle, my right arm round the shoulder of our surly French striker Léon Bédard; left arm round the shoulder of dim-but-gifted centre-back Ash Hughes. Our team standing in a line, Ash straining through the crowd noise to catch the words of the Champs League anthem. He squints, cranes an ear, looks puzzled as he listens. ‘Why they singing “lasagne” in the anthem?’ he shouts.


‘They are not singing “lasagne”,’ Léon Bédard counters to my right. ‘They are singing “charampam”.’


‘Charampam?’ vexes Ash. ‘It’s not even a word.’


‘How can I say it, Ash, if it is not a word?’


‘It’s not a proper word.’


It’s like I’m not even here. ‘Firstly,’ I break in, ‘words don’t need to be proper to feature in songs. Contemporary music’s littered with your las and your das and pa-ra-pa-pam-pas.’


‘See,’ gloats Bédard.


‘That said, Léon, they’re not singing “charampam” either. No. They – being the choir of St Martin-in-the-Fields – are singing the words “the champions”, the final phrase of the trilingual chorus of Tony Britten’s reworking of fucking Handel’s Zadok the Priest.’


And I really hope that’s cleared that up.


Because that’s why you store this info away, for times just like this.


‘No,’ says Ash Hughes, still worrying at it. ‘They’re definitely singing “lasagne”.’


Pearls to swine. It’s always food with him, he’s always hungry. Or asleep. Hungry or asleep, Ash’s two modes. I lose it. ‘Fine, Ash. Seconds before the Champs League final, UEFA are playing a ditty about a pasta sheet and white sauce mince dish. It makes sense. And what they singing now? “Die Meister, Die Besten, Les Grandes Équipes”? Or, “moussaka”? That what they’re singing?’


‘All right, Kev mate, calm down.’


‘But you still think they’re singing “lasagne”, don’t you Ash? Despite being presented with clear evidence?’


‘I do.’


‘Sticking to your guns on that, Ash.’


‘Yeah. They’re singing “lasagne”.’


What a maddening tit, what a prolapsed gibbon.


But this is not news to me, his friend, and I need to let it go because now’s the time for football. I peer around the stadium, towards the three tiers of the Bancada Centenorium stand – spotting the 156 executive boxes in the centre. Spotting also how the high steel arches and polycarbonate roof allow the Sapphic light of Lisbon to tongue warmly into the Estádio da Luz. A stadium of quality. A stadium of football. The anthem ends. I jump up, bringing my knees up towards my chest, spitting as I land.


I spit again. For no reason. It’s on. We’re on.


I look up to the VIP zone, to its centre, spot our billionaire chairman Abtum Bahta, incisively slender beneath his light suit. He’s chewing on a pickled egg, an empty seat beside him. He’s no doubt itching for the game to start, to become the owner of the only English club to do three. And now the lines break up and I wander amongst our lads – Baki Ozan, our Turkish-German ball-playing centre-back; Gilchrist Eyodema, our Togolese midfield disrupter – saying, ‘Lads. Fucking lads’ and shit like that.


The ref’s got his whistle to his lips and the crowd are going ape piss. Their lot who have trudged over from the Ruhr, and our fans all beetrootly be-sunned after moobs-out, all-day boozing. Our strikers congregate round the centre spot and I’m behind them, waiting just outside the circle, gagging for the lay back.


So this is it, my chance to assume my rightful gondola on football’s Mount Olympus. Win three straight Champs. I squarely eye the opposition, scrutinize the players of Schalke 04, the Bundesliga side from the brutalist industrial themepark Gelsenkirchen who stand between me and my destiny. I see their aging Spanish striker Raúl, the Champs League’s all-time top scorer. He won three Champs with Real Madrid, but not on the bounce. Second-rate cock-wallet that he is. Because three consecutives have only been done by three teams.


Bayern ’74, ’75, ’76.


Team of the imperious if disapprovingly mumsy Beckenbauer.


Team of scruffy Gerd Müller, ‘The Bomber’, who scored with all sorts.


Great side, Bayern.


Then there’s Ajax ’71, ’72, ’73.


Your Gerrie Mührens, Piet Keizers, your Arie Haans.


Your Johan Cruyffs.


Take a moment to consider Cruyff. I’m not joking. Go for a walk in the park or whatever piss-poor facility your council’s dobbed you off with. Think about Cruyff. A man admired by Nureyev for his physical grace; a man who scored a goal so impossible that they built the Hadron Collider to see if it really happened.


Cruyff, the leader of Ajax’s total football side. Until he did one to Barca that is. Barca, the great rivals of Real Madrid. And Real, the third side to have won three on the bounce. Except they won five: ’56, ’57, ’58, ’59, ’60.


Team of Héctor Rial. Of Francisco Gento.


And Alfredo di Stéfano. The blond arrow, the Argentinean goal android who not only won five on the bounce but scored in the final of all them five. Really. And tonight I would hurl myself into the same league as the Bayern and Ajax teams by bagging three on the hoof, I would begin to tread the same path as di Stéfano.

OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
corsair





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
o /‘\'9

 * l]fl]f I






OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





