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22 January, New York

The team’s new stadium was scheduled to open in a week. Every member of the staff should have been looking forward to this. However, not everything was as smooth as it seemed at first glance.

“We still don’t have a head coach,” Bennet inferred.

The club’s president, Chad Bennet, walked around the table and looked at his associates. The issue of them having no head coach bothered him a great deal.

Chad had three associates, three chief assistants. First, there was Tedd Bursley, president Bennet’s top aide, a young and ambitious thirty-two-year-old blonde guy, a football expert. Next in line was Solomon Hepp, a famous former football player and current television football pundit. He was forty-six. And finally, the third person was Joe Voznicky, a stout fifty-four-year-old Wall Street financier, a football fan and one of the major investors in New York City football club.

Frankly, if it hadn’t been for Voznicky, the construction of the stadium would have been delayed, Joe’s help came at the right time. However, giving all the credit to just one person would be wrong; the club depended not only on him, but also on Hepp and Bursley. Like three life-jackets, they were keeping their baby afloat. Chad Bennet, was naturally in charge of all proceedings.

“We have three candidates at the moment,” Tedd said grandly. He pushed the white sheets of paper to the middle of the table so everyone could see.

“The first one is Matthew Scholes, the former coach of West Ham, he was fired from his last position. The second one is Paul Watsky; he is currently an unemployed American coach. And the third one is the young Tommy Warsly, who was fired from Manchester United a few weeks ago. I trust you all know the story...”

“Yes,” Chad sighed and skimmed the papers again. “These are not the best options in the world.”

“But they are not the worst either,” Hepp noted. “There is no abundance of coaches in the market at the moment.”

“I think Scholes would be the best choice,” Joe Voznicky stated in his hoarse smoking voice. “He knows MLS quite well, both as a coach and as a player and, all in all, he is a great guy.”

“We know guys like him,” Hepp smirked. “They sit in the shadows, keeping their head down and then they do something crazy, like Warsly.”

“Enough,” Chad interrupted the argument. “Don’t forget we are choosing a coach and not a friend. The only thing we care about is how he leads the team. Everything else is secondary.”

Tedd’s face expressed dejection.

“Okay, let us be objective about it. Watsky is a good coach, but he does not fit the ambitions of our club. His results with Atlanta were not the greatest either...”

“And that is the reason he was fired,” Solomon interjected and ran his hand over his short hair.

“His contract simply ended and he became available on the market,” Joe retorted.

“That is the official version,” Hepp crossed his arms. “I think it is far from the truth.”

“Well, that is your opinion,” Joe croaked and pointedly turned away. His attitude was simple and straightforward; he supported the only American specialist, despite his obvious shortcomings.

Hepp did not reveal his opinion as of yet, but it could be assumed that he was mostly rooting for Matthew Scholes, the Englishman who had coached West Ham recently. And the opinion of president Bennet and his assistant Tedd remained unclear. In any case, the choice of the new coach for the club will depend on them.

Chad approached the huge floor-to-ceiling window, stood by it for a couple of seconds and then abruptly turned on his heels and faced his associates. Bennet was in excellent physical condition. He was forty-five, but felt as if though he had only just turned twenty-five; he felt so well, light and energetic. And the events around the opening of the stadium and appointing the new coach gave him even more strength, even though they also caused trepidation.

“I will tell you something,” Chad smiled and cupped his hands together. “On the one hand, we cannot take any chances and we must choose a reliable coach. But on the other hand, the club has serious ambitions, this season we need to finish in the top three at least. Otherwise, we will be considered a clueless bag of money, which is all nice and lovely, but it is useless. The club needs to show results. We cannot go on without it.”

“Chad, can we cut to the chase?” Voznicky said.

“I am getting to that. The appointment of this man may seem risky, maybe even adventurous, but...” The president narrowed his eyes and leaned forward, “I do not believe that. I think that Tommy will be a great fit for our club and help the team win the championship.”

“What?!” Voznicky and Hepp jumped up from their chairs.

“I support that solution as well,” Tedd Bursley said and put down his ballpoint pen. “Frankly, Scholes and Watsky don’t seem like a good fit for us. We need someone more solid. And a Manchester United coach sounds convincing, even if he is a former one.”

“And what about this whole story with his divorce and newspapers headlines?” Hepp asked slowly. “People will still talk about that. No one will simply forget about it.”

“Yes, but the best antidote in this situation is good results,” Bennet replied. “And Warsly is a coach who is always focused on them. We appreciate that in him. I am sure he will do well.”

There was an oppressive silence in the room. Voznicky and Hepp fidgeted with their sleeves while Bursley and Bennet put on triumphant smiles.

“Alright,” Joe croaked. “Let it be so.” He pointed a finger at the president, “But bear in mind, Chad, that this is risky and it will be entirely your responsibility. You are not only responsible for this particular choice. The development of the entire team is at stake and that is very serious business. Well,” he waved his hand, “I don’t have to explain this to you. You are well aware of it.”

“Excellent,” Bennet sunk into his huge leather chair. “I’m glad we didn’t have any serious disagreements. Tedd and I will contact Warsly tomorrow.”
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23 January, Manchester

Tommy Warsly opened another bottle of beer and sat down on the hard sofa. Two weeks had passed since he was fired from Manchester United, the biggest football club in England. This event was still widely covered by the press. The thing that was even more painful than that was the fact that this was still a raw wound for Tommy.

Why did she do that? Why did she get involved with this... Bob? And when did all this start?

Warsly now felt like a man who had been hit over the head with a heavy sack. He fell into oblivion for a while, stopped understanding what was happening, sinking deeper and deeper into self-reflection and depression despite the fact that he was a very reserved person who knew how to deal with problems. This was different. This situation unsettled him.

However, Tommy was sure that anyone in his place would feel the same. Your wife cheating on you after more than twenty years of marriage, that is a hard blow. Nothing foreshadowed trouble. Still, for some unknown reasons, it happened anyway. It came to pass when Tommy least expected it.

He was a successful coach of one of the most legendary football clubs in the world. He had managed Manchester quite successfully for the third season in a row. But the English career for the promising coach ended much earlier than he would have liked. The third season in United turned out to be that last one for Warsly.

Tommy well remembered his last game as coach before he was fired. It was a match against Fulham, one of the championship’s underdogs. Everything should have gone smoothly, Manchester should have won and the magic of the home stadium Old Trafford should have helped them achieve that. But everything went wrong from the very beginning. The team conceded an early goal and didn’t manage to recoup by the end of first half.

At half-time, Warsly tried to set the team straight, but it didn’t work out. He chose all the wrong words and it seemed like he wasn’t in the locker room with the players, but somewhere far away. The reason for that was the fact that the day before this game, he found his wife in the arms of the forty-four-year-old Canadian coach Bob Jeremy. Bob had come to Manchester to stay for a month and attend a big football coach conference. Many people said that Jeremy was one of the most promising Canadian coaches of his time. He was in charge of Toronto and as far as Tommy knew, he still held that position in the club.

The match with Fulham could not have been saved. At the beginning of the second half, the Mancunians conceded a second goal. Warsly thought it was scored from offside and he went to talk with the referees about it. They did not change their decision and the goal was recorded. In response to this, Tommy punched the referee, jumping right onto the field. Warsly was immediately removed from the match and given a severe penalty.

After that, the Manchester’s game fell apart completely and they conceded a third goal and ultimately lost the game 1:3. Tommy came to the press conference after the match in a foul mood. He answered the questions in a confused and concise manner. Some questions he didn’t even understand. After one sharp remark form a reporter, he snapped and rudely told the reported to go to hell. He then left the conference.

Since the conferences before and after the game are a mandatory part of a coach’s job, leaving it was possible only under extreme circumstances. Tommy had no excuse to do this; he was simply rude and did not even apologise to the reporter for his outburst, which was unprecedented in England.

Naturally, this behaviour was added to his prior attack on the referee on the field. The management reviewed the team’s overall bad game and decided to fire Warsly for all these reasons. Tommy didn’t even mind the decision. He knew that he was wrong, that he was being stupid and childish, but he couldn’t help it. The relationship with his wife invaded his work space without even consulting with him first.

Back in reality, Tommy set aside his empty beer bottle and started drinking whisky. Having poured some of the liquid into a glass, Warsly inhaled sharply and drained it. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been that drunk.

In fact, he hardly drank at all. He always tried to lead a healthy lifestyle, did yoga and sometimes went to church on Sundays. The last noisy drinking party he attended had been during his student days, around twenty years ago. After that, Warsly almost completely gave up bad habits. But in this situation, his willpower had failed him.

The doorbell rang.

Tommy had a fairly modern home in Manchester with designer furniture, stylish three-tone finishes and expensive hardwood floors. There were five rooms in the flat, in addition to the kitchen and bathroom, but Warsly did not even use two of them. After being separated from Susan, everything here had somehow become empty and featureless, lifeless even. Tommy lost interest in what was happening around him. He even stopped mowing the lawn, regardless of the fact that he had loved doing that before. He threw trash on the floor and for the last two weeks he hadn’t dusted the tables once. The house was starting to look like a big junkyard.

Warsly glanced at the intercom screen and saw Bree standing in front of him. He had not seen his daughter for a year and, admittedly, since he had been so absorbed in coaching, he hadn’t been so keen on meeting her. But now he wasn’t surprised that she had come to see him, especially because he had called her a couple of days earlier and told her about what happened between him and Susan. He didn’t do it immediately after it happened because it took him some time to realise that it was actually happening.

And now, Bree had attended to all her business and came to see him.

“Hi, dad,” she said wearily after he had opened the door for her. “I see that you are already drunk.”
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Tommy and Bree
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As she slammed her suitcase into the house, Bree looked around, took a deep breath and crossed her arms.

“Finally we meet. Tell me what is going on, coach.”

Bree Warsly was not particularly ceremonious or well-mannered. From the very moment when Tommy started working as a professional coach, which was around five years ago, his daughter started calling him coach as a joke because he was always completely absorbed in his work and periodically moved from one club to another. Around this time, Bree’s character started turning into a bitchy one. Tommy was not a psychologist, but he knew it was probably a defence mechanism because she didn’t get to see her father much. Warsly did his best to pay attention to his family, but his job as a football coach took up all his time and energy.

Bree wasn’t a beauty, but with her impeccable sense of taste and regular visits to the beauty salons and fitness centres, she always looked flawless. Although Tommy’s father was African American and his mother was Caucasian, Bree did not inherit her father’s dark skin colour. She looked almost completely Caucasian and for some reason, she was not happy about it.

The girl’s character left much to be desired. Susan had always been cool and calm and that was why Tommy loved her. Warsly was prone to mood swings and emotional breakdowns and he had sincerely hoped that Bree would not inherit that from him. However, he had been very wrong. Harshness and focus turned out much more pronounced in his daughter than in him.

Apparently, those qualities helped the girl in life. She finished college in England and was just starting a designer job in a big company and she was only twenty-two. If it wasn’t for her courage and determination, she probably wouldn’t have achieved all that.

“Hi, Bree,” Tommy thought he said softly, but he was already slurring. He really had too much to drink today. “I am a mess, I’m sorry.”

“So you got a divorce?” the girl began immediately. “What was the reason? You didn’t say much on the phone.”

“Everything is still hazy to me.”

“Did she cheat on you?” Bree asked sharply, catching Tommy off-guard.

Warsly wearily sank down on the sofa, which was strewn with pieces of bread, chips and other things. There were two empty bottles of beer on the floor.

“How did you know?” he asked bluntly.

“I didn’t have to do much guessing, you know. There aren’t that many reasons why people break up.”

Bree was wearing a crimson jacket with a white blouse, a tight purple skirt that reached just below her knees and black high heels that she hadn’t even taken off yet. An engraved silver bracelet encircled her wrist and a black leather pendant hung around her neck. The girl’s makeup was soft but expressive and her hair was neatly arranged and pinned with two (or maybe three, Tommy could not really see) hairpins. Warsly had to admit that his daughter had grown up to become a beauty and now he looked like a complete failure in comparison. However, he had always felt like a failure in life, only this time this feeling really pressed down on him.

“I was fired from the club, Bree. I don’t know what to do. My whole life is going to hell...”

His daughter wanted to comfort him in some way, maybe even put her hand on his shoulder, but then she changed her mind and simply put her hands on her knees. They were not used to talking like this, openly and emotionally, they usually behaved like they were friends, quite relaxed, but at the same time, not allowing anything superfluous to be said. But it was very hard for Tommy to reign in his emotions in this situation, his head was in a haze. He needed to take a shower and freshen up, but he felt chained to the spot and unable to move.

It had been a long time since he had been in such bad state of mind.

“So what do you want from me?” Bree stood up from the sofa abruptly. “Do you want me to comfort you? Tell you that you are good and mum is bad? I will not do that!” Bree started to scream and Tommy realised that the situation was getting out of hand. A quiet conversation as not an option. “You need to man up. At least try to save your reputation! You are a former Manchester coach. Anyone who was ever involved with this club is a living legend and you are now a disgrace to them.”

The raised tones made Tommy’s head clear a little and he felt a bit better.

“You are forgetting that I have nothing to do with United anymore. I don’t even want to think about that club. I am sure they will not even let me into the stadium.”

“You did this to yourself, dad.”

Bree said the word “dad” with special disdain that Tommy had never heard her say before. She put so much pain, resentment and unfulfilled hopes into this word and it all seemed to fit into a small ball, a tiny beam in space, which reached Tommy’s heart and hit him where it hurt the most.

“I didn’t cheat on her. From my side, everything was alright with our marriage.”

Warsly tried to justify himself, but he knew those attempts looked pathetic and naïve. They wouldn’t do any good to anyone.

Bree walked around the sofa with her hands crossed and a look of disgust on her face.

“This was not a marriage,” she said. “This was just cohabitation, maybe respect for each other to some extent (upon hearing this Tommy grinned haughtily), but it was not a family. And you know it. Your travels and your absence from home made it impossible for our family to continue existing.”

“Bree, travels were a part of my job, you know that.”

“That’s probably why you sent me to London for my studies.” The girl threw up her hands. “So that I wouldn’t interfere with your work. After all, taking me to all those training bases was such a big burden.”

Tommy felt as if all his energy was being drained away. He was unable to listen to this any longer.

“Bree...”

The girl grew more and more furious, walking around Tommy like a guard and poking him with her finger,

“Ah, yes, I almost forgot you always pampered us for our birthdays and Christmas. You even gave us some stupid gifts. Well, thank you for that, coach!”

Finally, unable to withstand this, Tommy stood up and raised his voice as well,

“Bree, I already asked you not to call me that! Really, is that so difficult to remember?”

Of course he knew that his daughter was doing this on purpose to infuriate him. Or to remind him of the fact that he was the one who should open his eyes and realise that he wasn’t a coach anymore, he had gotten fired. And no one was in a great hurry to invite him to work with another club.

Bree picked up an empty coffee cup from the floor and tossed it on the couch.

“Really, what kind of coach are you anyway? You can’t even clean up your own trash.”

Tommy let his hands fall to his sides and stared at the floor. Bree walked past him, brushing a tear from her eye as she went. When she reached the door, she turned around and looked at her father,

“Please don’t ask me to come here and comfort you again. I have enough problems as it is. And clean up the flat.”

Warsly nodded grimly. The door slammed shut behind Bree. He could hear her suitcase dragging down the stairs and then the sound grew fainter and more distant.

He sighed heavily, put on his thick round glasses and sank into an armchair. Resting his chin on his clasped hands, the man tried to sum up the last few days of his life.

He was forty-five. No job. He would soon have to leave this flat because he would have no money to pay for the rent. There was no question about fixing his relationship with Susan; he was sure she was with someone else now and she had already forgotten about her ex-husband. His relationship with Bree had not been brilliant before, but now she lost all confidence in him.

And here he was, sitting all alone without work, without a family and without future. Completely alone. Once a hopeful and even successful coach Tommy Warsly was now a failure who had lost everything.

Or perhaps he didn’t lose everything?

Tommy’s eyes lingered on his yoga mat and he decided it was high time he meditated. Yoga had often helped him in life and now it was perhaps the most difficult period in his life. Therefore, he needed some support that would push him into a better life.

Tommy looked around the large room he was in with a lot of sadness. In order to start, he needed to pick up the trash first.
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So Little Time for Reflection
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After meditation, Tommy fell asleep. It rarely happened to him, but now he was sure that it couldn’t have happened any other way; the effect of alcohol mixed with emotional tension and sleep came as a natural protective reaction of his psyche.

Warsly’s interest for spiritual practices and especially meditation, began a long time ago. As a twenty-year-old man following advice from a friend, he casually walked into a yoga centre. He had no illusions about yoga and always considered it more fun and relaxing than something serious. However, having delved into those techniques, he was unable to break away. Tommy returned again and again to the mystique of yoga and each time he wandered about how easy and at the same time genius it was. He started attending yoga classes three times a week.

It often happened that he and Susan went to yoga together and sometimes they practiced it at home together, which more often than not didn’t end in meditation, but in lovemaking. Susan liked it very much. They used to do a lot of things together such as eating, walking and cleaning.

And then it all ended. Or rather, it had ended a few years ago when Tommy’s career skyrocketed and he started getting invitations to work in big clubs. Having coached college teams in Los Angeles at the beginning of his career, he could not have imagined that he would ever be invited to work in major clubs. But after he went to football school in England, did several internships and gained experience, everything started to change; he achieved his first success, victories and even titles for the teams he coached.

Sometimes in life we don’t get enough luck and Warsly was suddenly holding his lucky ticket. He had been sent an offer from Sheffield United club – naturally, this was not the Premiere League Championship but a lower rank football but still, even such offers were not given to just anyone. Warsly did well in Sheffield, spent two seasons with them and led the team into Premiere League where they had not played in a long time. To put it differently, this was a real triumph and unprecedented success for such a small team and major newspapers started writing about the young coach and leading football experts often mentioned him in their TV programmes.

Onwards ever upwards. The bosses of the Spanish Valencia decided to acquire the ambitious American for their team and had sent him a solid offer. At that time, Tommy was still working in Sheffield and didn’t even dream about being that lucky. Valencia is a completely different level, even a complete fool would know that. After a little thought, he accepted the offer and, with some difficulty, managed to explain to the Sheffield staff the reasons for his departure. Although the reason for his decision was clear to everyone, it was hard because by that time the whole staff of Sheffield was like a big extended family to him. When Tommy said goodbye, he did it with a heavy heart.

In Valencia, Warsly managed to establish cooperation between players, changed their tactics and made profitable transfers in the first season. The results followed soon after, first the team won fifth place in the Championship and then third, right after Real and Barcelona. It was difficult not to regard those results with admiration and during Tommy’s second year with the club the management raised his salary and improved the terms of his contract.

But Warsly was not interested in that, he didn’t have the kind of friendship with the management of The Bats that he used to have with Sheffield staff. In addition, Spain’s climate and the local temperament did not suit the American’s taste. He was just looking for an excuse to leave as soon as possible and the excuse presented itself quite soon; after the second breakthrough season in Valencia, Tommy received three interesting offers from major clubs and the most attractive one was the offer from Manchester United.

He accepted that one and worked there for almost three seasons. But he was unable to imagine how from that moment on, from the moment when he had started working with Manchester, his family and his entire life would start to change. His relationship with his wife was not as close as before, their life consisted mostly of fake sincerity.

As a result, divorce was a logical conclusion to their long relationship. And cheating only served as a convenient excuse. When someone cheats on you, it is always unpleasant and painful, but if you love that someone, you can forgive and forget. And by that time, there was no love left between Tommy and Susan, not even sympathy for each other. The woman that Tommy had fallen in love with in his youth was stolen and replaced with someone else, at least that was how it felt like. Someone Tommy didn’t recognise. Someone he didn’t want to know...

The phone rang. Tommy opened his eyes, took a sharp breath and groped in the darkness for his smartphone that had lit up. The man was lying on his yoga mat, where he had stayed right after meditation.

Hardly able to understand what was happening and barely moving his lips, Warsly answered,

“Hello?”

“Is this mister Warsly?” a pleasant deep male voice sounded over the line.

“Yes. Who is this?”

His head felt hazy. Tommy felt like his head had been hit with something really heavy and then placed in a gas chamber. Clouds of steam, smoke, and caustic substances drifted toward him from all directions. The man felt completely defenceless. He didn’t know what to do; he felt like danger was encroaching him from all sides.

“My name is Tedd Bursley. I am the chief assistant of mister Bennet, president of the New York City football club. I have something to say to you, mister Warsly.”

Tommy checked the clock.

“Are you out of your mind?” he said, standing up and pushing the yoga mat away. “It’s three o’clock in the morning.”

“Oh forgive me for heaven’s sake,” the man started to apologise. His voice suddenly changed from confident into soft and gentle, as if it had shrunk. “I didn’t take the time difference into account.”

However, Tommy had no idea that Bursley was lying. Tedd was perfectly aware of the time difference between New York and Manchester. Be that as it may, after consulting with Chad Bennet, they agreed that an unexpected call would be even more beneficial, Warsly would not have time to concentrate, to come to his senses and he would say exactly what he meant because he would still be half asleep. In other words, Bennet and Bursley were hoping to get the most honest answers from the coach in this manner.

“Listen, I don’t know who you are and what you want,” Warsly said wearily, rubbing his cheeks and trying to wake up. “But in any case, I believe we can postpone all conversations for tomorrow.”

“It is sometimes impossible to postpone conversations, mister Warsly,” Tedd said confidently. “You will not get this offer twice.”

Holding the phone over his shoulder, Tommy quickly put on some comfortable shorts and turned the light on.

“What are you talking about? What do you want?”

“At this moment, our club doesn’t have a head coach and we think you would be a good fit. But the contract and the terms of agreement can’t be discussed over the phone so I suggest you take the next flight to New York. What do you say?”

Contract... Offer for cooperation... These words flew around Tommy’s head like flies. But Warsly couldn’t get a clear image. If they needed a coach, why would they call him – a man who had been kicked out of Manchester United with a scandal only two weeks ago? Why wouldn’t they choose someone else? And ultimately, why wouldn’t they account for the time difference? Tommy had a lot of questions and was unable to focus.

However, the word contract piqued his interest.

“Alright, if you really need a head coach and you are considering me for the position, I am ready to talk with you.”

“Excellent,” Tedd replied and made a little clicking sound with his tongue that came as a surprise to Warsly. “Then pack your things and go to Manchester airport. A ticket is already booked and waiting for you. You leave for New York in three hours. Hurry up.”

“Can’t I change my ticket for the morning flight?”

“I don’t think so. This flight will get you to us quickly, you can spend the night in a hotel and then we will have our interview.”

“Alright, then I agree. See you soon.”

Tommy sighed heavily and hung up.

Having walked to the kitchen, he loaded the coffee maker with beans and chose espresso. It was four in the morning, but Tommy was not sleepy anymore.

While the coffee was brewing, Tommy went to the bathroom, turned on the water and took off his T-shirt. Looking at his reflection in the mirror, he saw a quite fit, with a little excess weight, dark-skinned man. What could he say about himself at the moment?

On the outside, he looked exactly as he had looked two or three weeks ago and on the inside, many things had changed; he felt as if something had broken inside him and fell to pieces.

However, mister Bursley’s call brought him back to reality and snapped him out of his slumber. If Tommy could make an agreement with this club, that could be the new stage in his career. Quite honestly, he was on the bottom right now. The Manchester United scandal would haunt him for a long time to come, but his life did not end with that. Tommy was now clearly aware that he needed to move on.

Having splashed some water on his face and torso, Warsly did not go into the shower, he just took a bird shower and put on a clean suit. He had several expensive suits in his wardrobe and he only put them on in special occasions. During the last two weeks, he didn’t even remember he had those clothes, but now the grey suit seemed just right.

Having drunk fresh coffee and eaten a couple of croissants, Tommy uttered a short prayer and began to pack his suitcase. He only put the most necessary things in there because he had no idea how long he would be in the new city. Besides if he needed something new, he could always buy it there.

Packing took twenty minutes. Tommy called a taxi and told the driver to take him to the airport.
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Terms of Cooperation
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24 January, New York

Warsly managed to get half an hour of sleep on the plane, but he still looked nervous and tense. It seemed to him that he had been abruptly dragged onto the stage and forced to read a speech for which he was not ready. At the same time, Tommy felt a surge of strange joy and new hope.

The man was interested in working in the United States for several reasons. First of all, he was born in this country and it was always a pleasure for him to return there. Second, there he began his coaching career, coaching student clubs. Warsly often thought about when he would return to his home country, but for many years, fate had been driving him around different cities, clubs and countries.

The plane landed at Reagan Airport and Tommy breathed in the New York air. He had been to this city several times in his life, most recently a couple of years ago. Then he and Susan went on a tour and saw the most famous sights of the city, spending ten beautiful days there. It was summer, Tommy had a break before the season started and Susan as on vacation. Now it seemed like a million years ago.

Tommy picked up his suitcase and walked briskly through the airport building. Tourists from various countries and local Americans crowded around him. Warsly felt uneasy, as if he had come to a student party where he was not expected at all.

“Mister Warsly!” suddenly a voice sounded from somewhere behind him.

“Yes?” Tommy turned around.

“I was told to meet you at the airport and take you to the hotel. My name is Stan Moretti and I work for mister Bennet.”

The man was dressed in a suit without a tie, the top two buttons of his shirt were undone, curly hair peeking out. Moretti’s face had a heavy stubble and he radiated good humour and confidence like an Italian who had just had an excellent risotto. He held out his hand to Tommy,

“Good afternoon. How was your flight?”

Tommy shook his hand, noting the strength of the handshake.

“Thank you. It was good. Forgive me for asking but mister Bennet is the president of the New York City club?”

While Tommy was aboard the plane, all the information he had received before started to mix and he was afraid of mistaking Bennet for someone else.

“Yes, that’s him,” Stan said while walking towards the exit. “And he would like to talk to you in his office tomorrow.”

“I remember.”

The men reached a luxurious black car. Tommy put his suitcase in the boot and got into the front seat.

“Is this your first time in the Big Apple?” Moretti asked with a smile, turning the wheel and getting out of the airport parking. “You look tired.”

“I didn’t sleep well last night.”

“I see,” Stan nodded. “Actually, they wouldn’t have bothered you if the situation wasn’t urgent. We only have several options. You see, if you don’t agree then mister Bennet will have to move on to the next candidate. The club needs a head coach as soon as possible.”

Warsly nodded grimly, watching the road ahead of him. For some reason, he was worried now even though he knew he couldn’t count on much. Only luck would help him get the position of the head coach. There was no other way.

“I’m afraid I won’t be a good fit for your club,” Tommy said with a rueful grin. “I would like to try, of course, but... You know the whole story of me getting fired from Manchester.”

Stan took an exit from the wide highway and turned into a smaller, more modest street and slowed down.

“Yes, I think the only people who didn’t hear that story are deaf people. But the club president believes that will not affect your work. You know, for professionals, work always comes first, no matter what happens.”

“That is true. I’m trying to get back on track and I would really like to succeed...” Tommy stopped himself short, looking at the driver in disbelief. “But so far it hasn’t really worked out. I would like to believe that I can work something out with the club’s management.”

“You need sleep, mister Warsly,” Moretti said with a friendly smile and stopped the car outside a fashionable tall hotel called Snooker. As far as Tommy understood, he was somewhere in Manhattan. “We are here. I will pick you up tomorrow at nine o’clock. Be ready.”

“I will be,” Warsly nodded.

Tommy got out of the car, took his suitcase from the boot and headed towards the revolving glass doors of the hotel. As he was about to enter, he turned around to wave at Stan. However, the car was already gone.
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Chapter 6
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Nightmare or Reality? 
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Despite the fact that the hotel was very expensive, with designer finishes and furniture, Tommy only wanted one thing and that was to get some sleep and regain his strength before his big meeting tomorrow. He certainly did not want to appear before the club’s president listless and sleepy. Warsly had little chance of getting a new job and he did not want to waste the few ones he had left.

The man meditated for ten minutes and took a shower, after which he head a quick bite to eat and got ready to go to sleep. But he couldn’t fall asleep right away because he started having nightmares.

It felt as if he were in a different reality. The hotel room, the bed, table and other pieces of furniture remained in their places, but everything seemed unreal, as if it were a painting.

Suddenly, Susan appeared before Warsly. The woman sat down on the edge of the bed and put her hand on Tommy’s forehead, as if she were trying to take his temperature. She was wearing an elegant long skirt and a white shirt that fit tightly to her body and accentuated her figure.

“Don’t worry about our divorce,” the woman said barely audibly, leaning closer to Tommy.

Warsly could smell the fruity scent of her perfume and he suddenly wanted to put his arms around her and hold her close, but he felt as if his body had turned to stone; he was unable to move or control his limbs.

“You and I are still the same people we were before,” Susan continued. “The fact that I was with Bob changes nothing. Forget about it and move on.”

Forget about it and move on? the coach mused, bewildered. But how would that be possible? How could I forget that I saw you in the arms of a naked man?

Susan looked real and Tommy was unable to discern whether this was a dream or reality. The woman leaned closer to Warsly and kissed him. It was a warm and sensual kiss, but Tommy was unable to return it because his body still felt as if it were made of stone. It seemed to him as if he were watching this scene from the side; he saw and heard everything, but was unable to react in any way or respond to what was happening. It was excruciating. Susan moved away from Tommy a little and started to unbutton her shirt. In any other situation, Warsly would already feel a surge of passion and desire, but now he didn’t even have an erection. As if his senses were not functioning properly.

Susan had almost taken her shirt off when she stopped abruptly and looked at Tommy with horror. She whispered something, but Warsly couldn’t hear her. A sudden flash of light illuminated Susan and she vanished.

“Susan!” Tommy called her name, but his voice seemed to fade into darkness.

Suddenly, Warsly’s wife was replaced by George Seveny, the priest of his catholic church in Los Angeles. George and Tommy had known each other forever and were good friends. Their spiritual kinship had grown into something more many years ago, into genuine mutual understanding and friendship. Warsly didn’t have a lot of good friends so when he moved out of Lon Angeles, it was especially hard to live without Seveny and their usual jokes and conversations.

The priest approached Tommy’s bed. The coach was still unable to move his arms and legs. He started sweating and felt a surge of strange fear.

Seveny smiled warmly at him as if this were the most ordinary of meetings and nodded,

“Hello. I know you are having a hard time right now. But most difficult moments of our lives are often most useful. And we can really benefit from them. At the moment, you still don’t realise this, but there will come a moment... And everything will fall into place. I can only tell you that you still have a lot to learn.”

“Really?” Tommy managed to say. “And what will I learn?”

“We will not speak of it yet,” George sighed and lowered his eyes. His eyes were warm and bright, just like they always were when they met, but Warsly felt that something was bothering the priest.

Warsly didn’t understand what was happening. A cloud of doubt and anxiety formed in his mind.

“What are you trying to tell me, George?” Tommy asked tensely.

“Remember the times when you visited my parish in Los Angeles?” Seveny asked. “Everything was different back then.”

Tommy nodded. Of course he remembered those times. Back then he was coaching amateur student football teams and receiving a small salary, one that was quite sufficient for a normal life. Tommy was happy, Susan and little Bree were as one and there was no conflict or misunderstanding between them.

Every Sunday he would go to a small catholic parish where he had met the priest. Their friendship developed quite quickly, the men always found conversation topics. Even after he had moved to Europe, Tommy would call George almost every week and ask about his life.

“You were not proud of your accomplishments,” George continued with sadness in his voice, looking away from Warsly. “You enjoyed your simple life and followed commandments. To me, you were a model parishioner. And what happened then?” George asked a rhetorical question and clapped his hands. “After that you decided to develop your coaching and suddenly went up in the world. This desire to prove to yourself and the entire world that you are worth something deprived you of your freedom and peace. Genuine freedom is never expressed in external things; it is always inside us.”

“I didn’t want to prove anything,” Tommy objected sharply, stung by his friend’s words. “I simply wanted to build a career, earn more money and want for nothing.”  

“Alright, but what is happening now?” Seveny asked defiantly and took a step towards Warsly. “Have you managed to build a career for yourself?”

“These are not the best times; I am at the bottom right now,” the coach admitted. Speaking was not so hard for Warsly anymore, he talked more freely, there was still certain tension left and he was unable to get rid of it. “I received an offer today and I am going to a meeting tomorrow. Perhaps something will come out of it, but I am not sure. My chances are not really big.”

The priest smiled leniently and small lines appeared on his face. 

“Naturally, I wish you luck, but lately you have been forgetting your spirituality. You don’t even pray anymore.” The priest’s face twisted in a grimace of displeasure. “You want to be successful, but you don’t think about God at all.” George made a pause that seemed like eternity to Warsly. “Understand that you must take the path of truth otherwise you will never be happy. God loves you, but he wants you to develop.”

“I see,” Tommy sighed briefly as if he had just lost a football match.

George half-jokingly threatened Warsly with his finger,

“The most important thing is to realise your connection with God. That is the ultimate goal of human life, everything else is secondary.”

Seveny leaned very close to Tommy’s face, so much so that Warsly was able to see small coarse hairs on his chin and under his lip.

“Try not to disappoint him, Tommy.”

The priest’s words echoed in Tommy’s head, he was barely able to discern the words and frankly, he didn’t really want to. His head was growing heavy and throbbing with pain. Tommy could feel a dark fog forming around him and he could hardly think.

For a while, the man’s thoughts wandered between Susan and her cheating on him with Bob Jeremy and the devastating newspaper headlines after he had been fired from MU. After a couple minutes of this pointless reflection, Tommy gave in and fell into a deep sleep. The seven o’clock alarm was only five hours away.

***
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Chad Bennet was sitting in a luxurious spot on the fifth floor of the New York City club’s administrative complex. This huge building included many offices and sectors that allowed the management of the club to stay in one place.

The president had decided not to limit himself to only one office. Instead, he took an entire floor of 1.5 acres for himself, which was more than half on one football field. Many of his employees were shocked by the size of the space Bennet had taken over, but in the end everyone agreed that it was fair. Chad was the club president and able to do whatever he wanted. In addition, all his employees worked in comfortable conditions, were allowed to choose their own work schedule and received big salaries.

On his floor, Chad had a miniature golf course, small pool and Jacuzzi, as well as a gym, kitchen and living room with a bar. The office also had a meeting room, as Bennet called it, that included a huge mahogany table with an armchair for him and chairs. Businessmen and investors who came to see Chad usually sat at this table.

It was evening and Chad was a bit nervous because he was well aware that the club’s fate for the next couple of years might be resolved tomorrow. There was so much at stake. Choosing a coach was serious and responsible matter and if he made a single mistake, he knew that the consequences of that mistake would haunt him for a very long time.

The president lounged in a giant armchair dressed in shorts and a T-shirt and went through the data about the three coach candidates once more. 

Matthew Scholes was a solid midfielder by the standards of English football. There were many coaches of this level in the MLC and he could take root in America. But the City’s ambitions were well above mid-level and the president doubted that Scholes would be able to help the team climb higher.

There was another thing that disturbed Chad – Matthew’s taste for alcohol. Reporters and players often saw the Englishman in a drunken state and he had been seen in some nightclubs of controversial reputation a couple of times. None of this added to Scholes’ chances; Chad, as well as the board of directors, wanted to see an intelligent and responsible coach at the helm of the team.

Chad took the folder with Matthew’s data and wrote Good but dim-witted manager with a red marker.

In the case of Paul Watsky, the second candidate, the situation was different. Paul knew the domestic league well, he never coached outside of the United States and he had coached only two clubs in his career (which was a pretty small number, even for America). He was a dedicated specialist. Paul had not been seen in any questionable stories and there were no rumours about him going around the internet. Watsky had a wife and two daughters and he loved his family very much.

But it was exactly this exemplary attitude that bothered Bennet. It was possible that Watsky had flaws that were yet to be discovered and they could have the most devastating consequences, like an exploding mine.

But that wasn’t even the point. Perhaps Paul actually was a good guy. But if Chad considered his candidacy strictly and pragmatically, the results of his teams were not very impressive. Basically, his teams were always somewhere in the middle of the scoreboard. He was not ready to take any risks as a coach. He was a typical conservative.

Having sighed heavily, Chad closed the Watsky folder and marked it with a red marker Too good for us.

There was a knock at the door. Bennet moved from his armchair lazily, put all folders into one pile and shouted,

“Come in!”

Tedd Bursley walked in wearing a big smile. Chad was always happy to see his assistant. Bursley was young and ambitious, he had a degree in management and was well-versed in football. In addition, he was a kind, cheerful and dedicated employee, which Chad liked. Without these qualities, he never would have hired Bursley several years earlier.

“What are you doing?” Tedd asked merrily. “Are we sure about Warsly?”

“We still need to talk with him,” Chad reminded him indifferently and slipped his feet into his favourite soft cloth and bamboo slippers. His feet both warm and it felt like a massage.

“Isn’t this interview just a formality?”

“Not entirely. We don’t know whether he will immediately want to work for us. We can’t force him if he doesn’t.”

Bursley walked to the table and sat in one of the expensive chairs.

“As far as I know, he is not exactly in a situation to be picky. We found out that no one has made him any offers. So we have the edge, we should get our star.”

“No one made him any offers, huh?” the president snorted, mimicking Bursley. “It has been two weeks since he was fired! Someone could have offered him a contract and done so in secret. Have you considered that?”

“Chad, clubs don’t work that fast,” Tedd looked up as if to emphasise his point. “We were definitely the first ones.”

Bennet got up from his seat, picked up a golf club from the floor and swung it.

“Alright, so we have some time to spare,” he agreed and went into the living room, which contained a bar. “But it is too early to relax. I will be at peace only when I am holding a signed contract in my hands. Then our club can be comfortable and we can talk about the strategy for this year.”

“Trust me, that is going to happen really soon,” Bursley flashed his bleached teeth and adjusted the collar of his shirt. Young Tedd was confident in any situation and believed that events should play out according to his plan and ideas. There should be no other way. Chad was annoyed by this trait. He believed that no one should be that naïve and short-sighted.

“Let’s have a drink,” Bennet changed the subject while taking a bottle of expensive martini out of the fridge. He poured the spirit into two glasses and handed one to Tedd.

“To us!”

The men clinked their glasses merrily.

“And to the success of the club in this year!” Bursley added.

“Exactly!”
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Contradictory Emotions
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25 January

Tommy was startled awake by the sound of the alarm clock and he looked around. The room in hotel Snooker where he was at the moment reminded him of rooms from science fiction movies. It was equipped with the latest technology but at the same time, Warsly felt uncomfortable; as if there had been a mistake and he was currently in a room which belonged to someone else.

It is good that I will leave this hotel in a couple hours, the man mused. I wouldn’t like to spend another night here.

But in a couple hours he would not only leave the hotel, but go for an interview in his new team’s office. It was impossible to say that Warsly was nervous because he wasn’t. He had had many similar interviews in his life, under various conditions and in different countries. And he appeared decent in all of them.

Tommy put on the grey suit, the one he had let at the hotel’s dry cleaner before he went to bed yesterday. Having taken a shower and done a couple asanas for his body, Tommy habitually plunged into meditation.

He was hurt by George’s words he had heard in his sleep. It was quite possible it had only been the voice of his subconsciousness and there was no need to make a big deal out of it, but Tommy knew there was some truth and some guilt in those words.

It was true that he had been devoting less time to his spiritual growth lately, hardly ever going to church and prayed rarely. His parents, who were both Catholics, taught him from an early age to worship God and go to church regularly. Before his career had skyrocketed, Tommy had no problems with performing all the rituals and going to church once a week. But after he got busier, he was not so zealous about all that anymore. At the moment, Tommy was starting to realise that had been a mistake.

Seveny was right; man is not born to work like a beast of burden. Each of us needs to comprehend ourselves as a soul instead of just as a body and strive to absorb as many divine qualities as possible during our short life. In essence all the divine rituals and traditions are designed to help us remember our original position and understand who we really are.

Tommy had often talked about these complex topics at home with his father (he had always been more pious than his mother) and asked him what the meaning of life was or what the main duties of each person were. To all these childish (but in fact far from childish) questions, Tommy’s father Arthur always had sensible and patient answers, which delighted his son. Since early childhood, Tommy had been interested in religion and spirituality and looking back now, he realised that his progress in these matters had been much bigger in his childhood than now. Now he was almost at a standstill in his growth and that could be disappointing sometimes.

Tommy finished his meditation, drank a glass of water and approached the window. It was the last week of January and New York was shrouded in soft sheets of snow. Winters were warmer in England and snow was a rarity, but if Tommy was destined to live in the Big Apple, he would have to adapt to these new circumstances.

His phone rang. Tommy checked the screen and picked it up. It was the number that Stan had left him yesterday.

“Are you ready?” a cheerful voice said. “I’m near your hotel.”

“Alright,” Tommy replied. “I will go out.”

Warsly strode briskly out of the room, closed the door and, having tossed the key into the air, started down the stairs.

“Leaving already?” the woman at the reception asked.

“Yes,” Tommy sighed and smiled. “I had a wonderful time, but I have other things to attend to.”

“I understand,” the receptionist smiled and nodded ambiguously. “You have business here; I assume? All businessmen usually stay in our hotel.”

Warsly became confused and almost started coughing. So far he could only dream of doing business.

“To some extent,” he managed to say. “I came to New York for business reasons.”

“I wish you luck in your endeavours!”

“Thank you.”

Tommy adjusted his tie and went through the revolving door out into the street.

I wonder whether I was her type or not, a thought flashed through Tommy’s head, but he quickly dismissed it. Of course not. He didn’t get much attention from women at all and this girl might have been a bit over thirty, which would mean she was around ten years younger than Warsly.

Still, after his dismissal from MU, Tommy started noticing that he turned the heads of some women on the street. The scandal in England did its job – after he had been fired, Tommy was in every headline in every newspaper in Britain and every sports site on the internet did its best to describe this news in the brightest and most colourful way.

Popularity was the key to success, Warsly remembered an old proverb. That was especially true for sports circles.

A car door opened before Tommy.

“Mister Warsly, you look great!”

“Better than yesterday?” Tommy smiled.

“Much,” Stan laughed and shook the hand of the dark-skinned expert.

Stan’s car pulled away from the hotel and turned onto the road. Having gained speed, the man glanced at Tommy in the rear-view mirror. 

“Still, I don’t get one thing. You were working in one of the best clubs in the world, everything was going great, coaches can only dream of such prospects. But then,” Stan waved his hand theatrically, “something happens. You made this scene with the referee and then the press conference... Why?”

Tommy actually laughed. He had hoped he would not hear such questions right away in the car.

“Journalists have already asked me a hundred similar questions; why this, why that, why did you do this instead of something else? What caused the decline in the game? I am so tired of that. Manchester has a good coach now and their game is improving. Why should someone even remember me? Now for the entire football world, I am nothing more than old news. Or a cloud floating away in the sky.”

Stan waited for the green light, then stepped on the gas pedal and tapped his finger on the steering wheel.

“If this is a painful subject for you, you don’t have to answer. I was just curious...”

Warsly pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and cleared his throat,

“No, there’s no problem. I can answer your question. I had been going through a difficult period in my personal life. My wife and I didn’t get along very well and we were on the verge of a divorce.” Tommy decided he would not mention Susan’s infidelity. “Actually, we recently divorced each other officially and we are no longer married. We are just acquaintances now.”

“Forgive me,” Stan said quietly. “I had no idea. So these events in your personal life led to the decline in the game?”

“Yes,” Tommy nodded. “One thing led to another. The conflict with the referee and the press conference were only a reflection of what was going on in my head.” Warsly fingered his wristwatch and glanced at the dials. “Honestly, I didn’t really know what I was doing then. It’s all a blur.”

The driver listened in fascination to Tommy’s story. It was past nine o’clock in the morning and usually there were traffic jams on all the major roads in New York at that hour, but Stan had carefully planned the route and selected the roads with the least amount of traffic. That was the reason why the men were already on their way to the City stadium and the huge administrative building that was opposite.

Tommy flinched as he looked at it. It was a huge multi-storey building located in Highbridge, on 167th Street and it instilled fear and awe in people. Merriam park and metro station were near the building. Only now did Warsly realise that he had been too calm all the time before the interview, but now when it was twenty minutes to ten, he started being worried.

Moretti said goodbye to Tommy and wished him good luck.

Luck is the only thing I need right now, Warsly mused while letting people exit the building so that he could enter.

“Mister Warsly?” a short woman in her sixties with a short haircut called out to him immediately at the entrance.

She reminded Tommy of a grandmother who always needed to know everything and control everyone.

“Yes, it is I. I have an interview with Chad Bennet, the club president.”

The good-natured smile faded from the woman’s face and she fixed her gaze on Warsly as if she wanted to extract some important information from him.

“With president Bennet?” she asked, her eyes wide. “Are you sure?”

Tommy tried his best to keep calm.

“Well yes. Mister Bennet’s assistant called me and asked me to come here. I am interviewing for the head coach.”

With that said, Tommy straightened up and immediately he seemed taller and stronger.

“Well, now I see,” the receptionist relaxed, but she never looked away from Tommy. “I just have a note saying that you will be arriving later. But I will let mister Bennet know that you are here. Have a seat.”

She motioned to the red sofa next to her.

Tommy sat down and let out a sigh. What the hell does it matter to me what it says in your notes? I just want to get to my interview, that is my right...

Ready to explode, Tommy heard a kind and confident voice from somewhere above,

“Mister Warsly! I am so glad to see you.”

Tommy got up from the sofa and looked up. On the second floor, leaning against a glass partition stood no other than Chad Bennet. Tommy expected to see him in a strict business suit and was surprised when he saw Bennet in yellow Hawaiian shirt with flowers, loose white cotton pants and leather sandals with no socks. 

“Good morning! Come up to this floor. There is an elevator, but it only goes from the second floor up. We did this on purpose so that our employees might walk a little after work.” Chad chuckled, as if amazed at his own genius. “Flexing your muscles is good, you know.”

Tommy was in a kind of stupor for a couple of seconds, but then he pulled himself together and confidently started walking up the stairs. Alas, his physical form had deteriorated noticeably in the last couple of weeks. He used to either run or go to the gym four times a week, but after he was fired, he was so stressed out that he forgot all about exercise.

The climb to the first floor was easy for him, but still there was the tiniest shortness of breath.

Elevator on the second floor, wow! Warsly mused. Welcome to New York City. However, a thought of losing a few kilograms also crossed his mind.

At a glass counter, the men shook hands. Tommy realised that the interview was going to be informal, according to Bennet’s plan.

Several employees passed by Tommy and all looked relaxed and easy-going – like flowers that had just opened up and exuded a nice smell. But more than anything else, Warsly was struck by the clothes of these people; not a single one of them was wearing a suit. Some of them were wearing tracksuits and others shorts and T-shirts. In short, there was no dress code.

Noticing Tommy’s incomprehension, Chad pressed the elevator button and explained,

“You know; I was initially against introducing any kind of clothing norm around here. I believe that people should be relaxed and enjoy what they do. Do you agree?”

“Yes, naturally. I have always been against dress codes. But as you can see, today I decided that it would be better safe than sorry so I came wearing a suit.”

Tommy and Bennet laughed. Warsly was eager to create a trusting atmosphere as soon as possible. He thought he would have much greater chances of passing the interview and getting the coach position that way. 

You chose the casual atmosphere, Tommy mused. These are your rules, not mine.

The elevator stopped on the fifth floor. Tommy had expected that there would be a wide long corridor with many offices, one of which would belong to the president. But everything was much different.

There was neither a hall nor offices in front of him. There was a single large space, divided into sections. It was difficult to see it all at once, but Warsly managed to notice a small living room with a bar, pool and kitchen as well as a large negotiation table. The space was huge.

They were standing next to the negotiation table.

“Well, how do you like this apartment?” Chad asked merrily, clearly pleased by the fact that he had impressed the candidate.

“It is quite unusual,” Tommy said, still unable to come to his senses. However, he was a realist and knew very well that this might be the first and last time he saw these decorations. If he didn’t pass the interview, he would never come back here. The stakes were high.

A small black remote control appeared in Chad’s hand. It looked like a TV remote, only smaller. He pressed a button and a screen started moving behind the table.

Within five seconds, the meeting room was hidden from other sections of the vast space.

“I often spend the night here,” Chad admitted. “I work late. And that’s why I surrounded myself with all these things and claimed such a huge space. It is not a whim of mine; it is simply necessary.”

“I understand,” Tommy simply nodded since he didn’t want to ask any questions. He was sure the president didn’t always live here, he must have had a home as well. And it was too scary to imagine how big that was...

“I suggest we get straight to the point. What would you like to drink? Tea or coffee?”

“Orange juice, please,” Tommy said.

Chad nodded matter-of-factly and dialled a number on his smartphone.

“Tedd?” he put the phone to his ear. “Come and join us. Mister Warsly is already here. And please bring a glass of orange juice and an espresso.”

After listening for a while, Chad hung up and returned to his guest. Having sat in the armchair at the head of the table, Bennet invited Tommy to seat down next to him.

“Alright coach, we can finally talk business. I will be honest with you; we don’t have many candidates for the position of the head coach. You are one of three people we are considering for the job. And you are currently in the lead. Can you guess why?”

Chad looked at Tommy with interest teachers usually show when they listen to their students’ answers during an exam. Warsly had a feeling that everything he said could be either refuted or ridiculed.

“Why is that?” Tommy asked, trying not to sound nervous.

Bennet leaned forward,

“Because we don’t focus on the past. We live in the present. And we are well aware that you are a top-level coach and that you had many well-known teams under your leadership. You would be a good fit for us. What do you say?”

“If you think I am the right person, I would be happy to lead the team,” Tommy said smiling and placing his hands one on top of the other.

“Excellent!” Chad beamed. “Marvellous. I had no doubts about you, mister Warsly. I will now briefly inform you of the requirements of the upcoming season, which starts soon. The most important thing for us is a place in the championship and a successful performance in the playoffs. We need to be in the top three in the championship and reach the quarterfinals in the playoffs.” Bennet straightened up in his chair, put his index finger up to his lips and said casually, “naturally, these are requirements for the first season. They might be bigger further on.”

“Alright,” Warsly nodded. “And what about transfers? After all, to achieve good results, we need good players and financial investment.”

“We are aware of that. The club has a lot of new sponsors who are ready to finance the purchase of players. So don’t worry about that.”

Tommy became immersed in thought for a couple of seconds. I am getting involved in a big game here. But it is worth it. I feel like I can carry this burden and fulfil all the tasks.

“Okay. I think I can handle that. I know MLS quite well; I have been watching matches since I was young so I won’t have any problems adapting. However, I will need some time for the preparatory stage; to get to know the team.”

“Naturally, you will have a couple of weeks to adapt to the team and play a friendly game.”

Tedd Bursley appeared behind the screen, carrying two glasses of juice and an espresso.

“Come in, Tedd!” Chad cried out and motioned for the man to sit down. “Mister Warsly, meet Tedd Bursley, my head assistant and my right hand. This man is simply irreplaceable.”

Tommy nodded and greeted Tedd. The first impression of this young man was excellent. He beamed with energy, enthusiasm and positivity. He was wearing a formal black suit that suited him perfectly and highly polished shoes.

Obviously he had been collecting information on my career and personal life for days, the thought flashed through Warsly’s head. I wonder if he knows about my divorce. The answer presented itself. Clearly, information about this could have leaked in the media and someone must have written about it. So Bennet and Bursley must know about it.

Tedd sat down and the president continued in the meantime,

“Tedd and I drew up your contract. Of course, other employees helped with the final version, but all the basic requirements and conditions were put forward by us.”

Of course, Tommy almost chuckled. It couldn’t have been otherwise.

“If you agree to all these conditions, then you can sign here and here.” Tedd placed two identical contracts before Tommy and asked for signatures on the last page of both.

After a moment’s hesitation, Tommy signed. His mind was a mess right now. He knew he needed time to adapt to the new circumstances. New York City head coach, that sounded nice. But Warsly still had to prove himself and he knew there was a lot of work to be done.

“Splendid,” Chad beamed after signing both contracts and handing one to Tommy. “You can’t even imagine what this day means to the club, mister Warsly. Today is a great day. I hope that the team will turn a new page in its history.”

“I hope so,” Tommy replied, unsure of his own words. He very much wanted to avoid the same disgrace that had happened to him in Manchester. If something like that happened again, his career will surely end.

“Here, take this document as well,” Tedd said, handing Tommy a large stack of papers connected on one side. “Before you meet the team and hold the first training session, you need to learn about the players. The same goes for the coaching staff. Therefore, we have prepared for you files on everyone you will work with.”

“Alright, I will look into it in the next few days,” Tommy assured them.

“You’ve got five days for everything, Tommy,” Chad warned him. “The first training session with the team will be on the 30th. We can’t change the schedule, as I am sure you are aware.”

“Of course.”

Warsly felt a growing uneasiness within himself. Will he be able to get to know the players and staff well enough not to look like a complete layman at the first training session? The answer to this question will be given to him soon, when he begins to study these documents.

“In that case, the only thing left for us to do is to wish you luck, Tommy,” the president said proudly and hopefully. “I will be waiting for you on the 30th of January at our stadium. It is right behind the administrative centre, where we are now. I think you won’t get lost.”

“I’ll try,” Tommy smiled while putting the contract and the files into his leather suitcase. “If everything else fails, I’ll ask passers-by for directions.” 

All three men laughed abruptly. Tommy shook Chad and Tedd’s hand and walked towards the exit. His glass of orange juice remained untouched.

“Oh, right, we almost forgot,” Chad said loudly when Tommy’s hand was already on the doorknob. “You will be living on Van Nest Avenue, not far from here, in a seven-room, two-hundred-and-eighty-square-meter condominium. And also you are provided with a private car, which is already waiting for you at the entrance. A personal driver is assigned to you. If you want to take a ride, just let him know and he will unquestioningly follow your order. But you can drive yourself if you want.”

“Thank you,” Warsly drawled hesitantly. He had forgotten to ask about the car and the apartment. “What kind of car is it?”

“You will have two cars to choose from, but right now a new BMW G7 is waiting for you downstairs. It’s a red sports car with a folding roof,” Bennet explained indifferently. “It is able to reach frantic speed of 180 km/h in five seconds. I think you will like it. And if you don’t like the colour or something else, just say the word, it will be taken to a garage and everything you want will be done to it for free.”

“Excellent,” Tommy replied, barely able to contain his emotions. Looking out the window, he saw a red sports car parked casually in front of the main entrance – as if its owner had been in such a hurry that they had left the car open. But the truth was that the owner of this car was now Tommy himself. No other club, not even Manchester UTD, ever gave him such a luxurious car or such huge salary.

He had completely forgotten to ask Chad about his salary, but it made no sense to do so anymore. All his thoughts were focused on the BMW; the man wanted to go for a drive as soon as possible, try the frantic speed and scare passers-by with the roar of the engine. Speed and cars were Tommy’s guilty pleasures and when he saw sports cars racing around big cities, it simply took his breath away.

The problem was that he had never had such a car. Until now.

***
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After Warsly left and closed the door, Chad sighed with relief.

“Did everything really go this smoothly and quickly?” he stared blankly at his assistant. “He didn’t even ask about his salary.”

“Yes, that was weird.”

“But I can understand that. He is certainly not doing well at the moment so he surely grasped at our offer like a straw.”

“He did exactly that,” Tedd got up slowly and put his hands in his pockets. “But he didn’t pay attention to details. Like for example, the fact that I spent the night here at the office and my suit is quite rumpled.”

Bennet laughed and approached Bursley.

“Is it really rumpled?” he asked while looking at the suit.

“A little bit. In fact, mine was not the only one that was rumpled. Warsly’s was as well. That was very noticeable. So was his excitement.”

Chad had to admit that was true.
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Who Is in the Folder?
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30 January

Two days later, Tommy was settled in his new mansion overlooking the Hudson river and the Upper bay. He liked the option of having a personal driver, but he didn’t use it often; mostly he drove the car himself. In the evenings when he was in a bright mood and the weather warm enough for winter, he would take his other car out of the garage, an Audi A6, and drive it around the block for about 20 to 30 minutes.

The man took a ride in the BMW only a couple of times and then he parked it in the garage. Warsly decided he would not draw attention to himself on the road. Naturally it was nice to drive at high speed, but the Audi was more suitable for the city because it was simple and comfortable to drive.

There weren’t many of his things in the apartment yet. Honestly, Warsly didn’t need much to live on so he decided he would buy things only when he needed them. The rooms were already equipped with a plasma TV, DVD player, stereo system, laptop, powerful headphones and several other pieces of technology. All of that was spread through the living room and bedroom. The kitchen was also equipped with the latest technology; it felt as if an invisible chef was there who was able to make any dish for you.

On the roof was a small gym and pool. Bennet had told Tommy that a gardener and maid would come twice a week so that he wouldn’t have to worry about cleaning the place.

Warsly felt as if he had won the lottery and was simply enjoying his winnings. But in reality, he would have to pay for all that sooner or later. First of all, he would need to do some good work and achieve some results. Bennet had made it clear that in case the club didn’t reach the set target this season, Warsly would be replaced.

Tommy spent his five days studying the players and coaching staff. In addition to relying on the materials Bursley and Bennet had given him, he also searched the internet for more information.

And so, sitting on the comfortable soft couch on the 11th of February, a day before the first training session, Tommy summed up the results. What did he know about the New York City club? Which players could be immediately included into the leading team and who would stay on the bench for now? Was there anyone talented enough amongst the juniors who could join the leading team?

Warsly already had answers to those questions because of his experience of working with different clubs and his professional instinct.

Amongst the staff, Bennet and Bursley wanted Tommy to pay special attention to the financial director Ben Rosario, marketing director Jim Hicks, vice president of business development and partnerships Leighton Scheibrun and team administrator Francisco Veliz.

Tommy himself would work closely with a small team – two assistant coaches Chad Breton and Preston Burlough, physical fitness trainer Adam Bernstein and equipment manager David Barry. Naturally, Tommy would have to cooperate with all employees to some extent, but he knew that the frequency of this interaction would be various, depending on the position of the staff. To put it differently, he would work closely only with the above-mentioned specialists and he would meet the rest as needed. But personally, the man narrowed this circle even more; he decided he would only need to really communicate with his two assistant coaches and physical fitness trainer.

Coach Warsly put away the sheet of paper listing his co-workers and returned to the most important thing – the players. At the moment, the list of the main players looked like this:


	Goalkeeper Brandon Jerry (30, USA, a charismatic player, second to none in the last five seasons)

	Defender Ben Suetti (28, USA, right-back defender, can also be midfielder if necessary)

	Defender Anton Tirrels (26, Netherlands, central defender, has been paired with Max Janodi for three years running and cuts through most opponents’ offences like knife through butter)

	Defender Max Janodi (23, USA, a powerful and tall central defender who, in addition to defending, often participates in offence and scores a lot with his head; for the previous coach of City, this player was one of the most valuable in the team)

	Defender Cedric Vertongi (21, France, full-back who has also played as a centre midfielder and even as a flanker during the previous two seasons; this guy has not yet reached his full potential)

	Defender Saad Abdul-Ghali (20, Morocco, in the last season the club’s management bought this Moroccan from French Lyon where he was rotting away on the bench; now the French regret selling such a talented player who has made such an incredible leap in his game)

	Midfielder Alex Callene (19, USA, a promising talented American who has been playing in the starting team for two seasons, last year he scored five goals and provided two assists, which is a good indicator)

	Midfielder John Ritz (23, Scotland, hard-working and patient player; he was injured last year and did not play that often, but he used his opportunities and scored three goals, played mainly as a flanker, but Tommy was thinking of moving him to defence)

	Midfielder Max Morales (20, Mexico, nothing special about this player, never plays below his level; Tommy was already thinking on how to unlock the potential of this player in the future)

	Midfielder Abenezi Asori (24, Nigeria, on a loan from Stuttgart, one could say that this Nigerian is still getting acclimated, but last year he already contributed to the game so Tommy was counting on him in this season)

	Forward Quincy Ogua (18, USA, one of the most promising young forwards in America at the moment; he cannot yet compete with experienced players, but is irreplaceable in the club, many people compare him to Marcus Rashford from MU with whom Tommy had recently worked)

	Forward David Villian (32, Spain, the most expensive and important player of the club; he was bought three years ago for an insane amount of money and he was worth every single penny, the whole offence is based on this player, he makes the most passes, combinations are built through him and he, as a rule, makes the final move in attacks, last season he scored 22 goals)

	Forward Jo-Inge Bargens (22, Belgium, bought two years ago from Belgian Ghent; Jo-Inge feels great both on the flanks of attacks and in the centre – last season he scored 11 goals and provided eight assists, of course, along with Villian, Max Janodi and Brandon Jerry, he is the most valuable player in the club)




And this is how the bench looked like:




	Goalkeeper Jeff Holdy (34, USA, veteran of the team, very reliable, but not very technical goalkeeper, often plays only in less important or cup matches)

	Defender Ronald Mattarini (32, USA, another veteran, a dependable defender, whose best times are probably behind him, but he still has a good shot and dribble)

	Midfielder Tim McNamara (18, USA, a very promising young player with an outstanding technique; French and English clubs are already interested in him)

	Midfielder Jamie Sands (16, USA, the most prominent hope of the juniors who was transferred to the leading team at the end of last year)

	Midfielder Jesus Madinari (18, Peru, this guy was one of the discoveries of Spanish football two years ago, where he played for the Seville junior team and last year New York City bought this player for 7.5 million euros)

	Midfielder Angel Guerrero (24, Argentina, on loan from Manchester City, once showed great promise, but due to the high competition and strict coach, he has never managed to be discovered in England)

	Forward John Lewis (27, USA, strong centre forward and good centre midfielder with a brilliant long-range strike, often comes in as a substitute and helps to keep the score)

	Forward Rodney Whalley (33, Ireland, former legend of Irish and English football, he was bought by Tottenham for 20 million euros four years ago, but at the end was unable to play properly in the new club)



When he had finished reading the report, Tommy put all the sheets to the edge of his desk, took a deep breath and let it out. Now he at least had some idea of the team he would be working with. Naturally, most of the work was still ahead, but Tommy had always valued both the practical side of an issue and the theory around it. He always believed that if one does not analyse the team in the very beginning and find its weaknesses, it would be much more difficult to accomplish later.

In fact, that is exactly how it usually went. He had always managed to build strong line-ups in various clubs only thanks to careful preparations for each game and analyses of opponents.

The sound of his mobile phone brought Warsly out of deep reverie. Tommy picked up the phone and checked the screen – it was Jordan Bloom, Tommy’s old friend and comrade. When they lived together in Los Angeles, they were best friends and spent a lot of time together. Fate later scattered them to different cities.

Jordan was also a football coach, but he and Tommy hadn’t spoken in a really long time and Warsly only knew about the events in his friend’s life through Facebook correspondence.

Tommy overheard some things about Bloom’s career – it had not been brilliant, no one had heard of him beyond the borders of the US and he had never coached any clubs outside America. However, he had always coached at a decent level and tried to do his job as best as possible. Warsly had also heard that Jordan’s last job was in New York, but about a year ago he was so busy with his work in England that he didn’t pay much attention to that. He remembered all of that now.

“Hello, Tommy?” he heard a voice over the phone. Warsly had not heard that voice in a very long time.

“Yes, hello, Jordan. What’s up? Long time no see.”

“I heard you were appointed City head coach. You won’t believe it, but I am also in New York and I am running a club here too.”

Tommy was taken aback. So the rumours were true after all. Jordan is indeed running a club in New York. But which one? Could it be...?

“Are you telling me that you are the Red Bulls coach?” Warsly said in a dumbfounded voice, walking out of the large living room and into the equally large bedroom, phone in hand.

“Yes, I am the coach of the Red Bulls,” Bloom confirmed calmly. “And I have been for four years now. I haven’t heard anything from you in the last couple of years. Without our efficient journalists, I wouldn’t even know about your new engagement in the City.”

Tommy caught a note of reproach in his friend’s voice.

“I’m sorry, Joe.” That’s what Tommy jokingly and amiably called Jordan and even though he hadn’t said that name in a long time, now it came out immediately, as if these few years in which they hadn’t spoken had never happened. “I really had no time. I worked in England for the past three years and I didn’t even have a chance to come out for air there. But I was fired from there recently and I had to find a new club. I believe you know that story.”

“Unfortunately, I do,” Jordan said gloomily, as if he had touched on a very sensitive subject.

Tommy lied a little there. Of course he hadn’t been looking for a new club. If this offer hadn’t been presented to him, he would probably still be sitting on his couch without a job.

“Listen, since you are here in the Big Apple now,” Bloom continued in a more cheerful tone, “maybe we should meet somewhere and talk?”

“What an excellent idea!” Tommy said and sunk down onto the huge bed. He just realised how long it had been since he was out last. Even though his entire apartment had fresh filtered air conditioning, it was not the same. Warsly’s lungs demanded that he go outside. And as soon as possible.

“Where can I meet you?”

Tommy didn’t know much about the area yet, but he knew there were two large parks nearby – South Cove and Battery. 

“What do you say we take a walk around South Cove Park and have lunch at some café?” Warsly suggested the first thing that popped into his head.

“Alright, let’s do that,” Bloom agreed enthusiastically. “It’s not exactly my neighbourhood, but I can get there in about twenty minutes by car.”

“Okay, see you later,” Tommy smiled and hung up.

He stretched on the bed, every fibre of his body aware of how much he had missed Jordan. He missed his companionship, his jokes and his advice. From the moment he had started working in Valencia, he and Jordan started talking less and less. Fate had driven them apart, but now they were suddenly in the same city.

He couldn’t have even dreamed about that. Naturally, Warsly was glad for such a turn of events. He was dying to know what was happening in his old friend’s life, how he came to New York, whether everything was okay with his work, what progress he had made with the Red Bulls...

The Red Bulls... Tommy jumped from the bed abruptly, got to his feet and went to the kitchen. He poured himself a cup of water and drank some. He had missed such a simple and obvious thing. Now he and Bloom would meet on the football field as well. New York City and New York Red Bulls share the same conference. And that meant that they would get to play at least a few matches against each other in the following year. Wow!

Tommy smiled broadly, drank the rest of his water and went into one of the two bedrooms in which he had already made himself comfortable. He opened the wardrobe and took out his favourite white shirt. He put on an expensive navy-blue sweater over it and black trousers. He wanted to look as good and elegant for his meeting with Jordan as possible.
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Meeting of Friends
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12 February

Jordan Bloom hung up the phone and slowly drove towards South Cove Park. He was only a couple of kilometres from that place and he needed several minutes to get there.

He should have been glad because of this incredible meeting with an old friend. After all, they had been best friends once... Tommy and Jordan, they were such legends at school! However, not because they had been such good friends but because they always organised all sporting events between classes. Their main passion was, of course, football; they played it, talked about it, developed tactics and discussed the latest winners of championships and cups. In general, football was their element; they really felt at home talking about football.

And now they both became quite famous football coaches and the head of two large teams. They were even in the same city! It was difficult to believe that. But now, as he turned from the Hudson River Greenway onto Third Place, Bloom was thinking of other, way more serious things, which he needed to say to his friend. He had been told about this a couple of days earlier by a priest from Los Angeles named George Seveny, who Jordan had met about twenty years ago. In addition, their meeting had been brief. 

Their short but factual telephone conversation still echoed clearly in Bloom’s ears.

“Hello, my name is George, I am a priest in a catholic church in Los Angeles,” a voice sounded shortly after Bloom picked up his phone.

“Very nice to meet you. How can I help you?” Jordan asked. To say that he had been surprised by this phone call was an understatement. What would a priest suddenly want with a modest and little-known (in broad circles) football coach?

“Do you know a man named Tommy Warsly?” the priest asked gently, even a little obligingly. There was no unctuousness in his voice and he was well aware of the fact that his role in this conversation was a more prominent one and was therefore able to set his own terms. At least in the beginning.

“Yes, he is my friend,” Jordan replied cautiously. “Why do you ask?”

“You see, I have known Tommy a long time and lately, I have been worried about him. Do you know that he attended church regularly when he lived in Los Angeles?”

“Let’s say yes,” Bloom replied and thought to himself, This priest must know Tommy really well. Since his days in Los Angeles. What could that mean? And what is he getting at anyway?

While Jordan was thinking about that, the priest told him many details about Warsly’s spiritual life that Bloom had not suspected earlier. It turned out that Tommy was a religious person who, in addition to work, never failed to fulfil his religious duty.

Jordan was impressed by the priest’s speech because he was a religious man himself – not catholic but a Vaishnava and he was also quite familiar with the principles of other religions.

“Alright,” Bloom said after some time, pressured by the facts. “That is all very informative and interesting, but what do you want from me? I haven’t talked to him in a long time. I don’t even know where he lives...”

“He will come to New York soon,” Seveny interrupted sharply, in a sepulchral tone. “And you will cross paths with him on the football field in the following year. So there will be plenty of time for communication.”

“On the football field?” Jordan asked, confused. “Unbelievable... I simply cannot believe this.” Bloom wiped the sweat from his face with his palm and tried to pull himself together. “And how do you know what he will be doing in New York?”

“I cannot tell you this. I have my sources.”

Jordan cleared his throat.  He started remembering his meeting with the priest many years ago, but still could not fathom what Seveny wanted from him.

That was exactly the question that Bloom wanted answered as soon as possible. 

“Your task will be to rekindle Tommy’s spiritual spark as well as expand his knowledge,” the priest said meekly, as if he had cut Jordan’s last line of retreat. Seveny knew that Bloom was already hooked and all he had to do was give him a little push for him to make the final decision. This was the best time to do it.

“But... Why me?” stuttering, Jordan asked. “Why did you choose me?”

Bloom now felt as if he had been cornered by bandits who were forcing him to do something disgusting. He didn’t like this idea at all.

“Don’t think of this as an indictment, Jordan,” the priest said, gently bringing the situation back to normal. “I chose you because your knowledge is greater than Tommy’s. And you can give him a lot of useful information.”

“About what? Football?”

“What does football have to do with anything?!” Seveny boiled with indignation and Bloom almost started laughing because he had not been expecting this. Priest’s high-pitched voice sounded quite funny. “I am talking about spirituality. Only spirituality can help Tommy out of this quagmire that his work dragged him into. He is quite famous now and attention is focused on him. I think that you, as a religious person, will agree with me that only the light of knowledge can help him. The priest paused for a moment, then added in a measured, low voice, “Not just him, of course. This applies to all people.”

“Alright, father,” Jordan replied wearily after a long and tense pause while he tried to decide what to do next. But he was unable to find the answer to that question. “I don’t understand one thing, though. You are a catholic priest and you know Tommy well...”

“Yes,” Seveny interjected impatiently.

“And you are familiar with the Bible?”

“Yes.”

“Then why can’t you talk to him yourself and tell him everything you deem necessary?”

There was a short pause. Jordan felt as if he had asked the priest the most uncomfortable question possible. Uncomfortable, but at the same time quite expected question.

“I think it is obvious. I do not possess the knowledge on Indian Veddas, I don’t understand them. All I know is a catholic interpretation of the worldview. But you and I both know that is not the full extent of spirituality.”

Bloom nodded noiselessly, but didn’t speak.

“And your knowledge on the Veddas can help Tommy return to the right path, to realise that he is a part of God again.”

“Definitely, but what makes you think he will listen to me? And in what form should I convey all this to him?”

Jordan was bewildered. On one hand, he was glad he had been entrusted with such a responsible task as telling his friend about the Vedic version of the creation of the world, but on the other hand... He was not a teacher. He simply didn’t know how to explain all that.

“He is your friend,” Seveny said in a calm and fatherly tone. “He will listen to you in any case. I know Tommy well enough and I remember that he was always sensitive and attentive to spiritual knowledge. He will not take it lightly. As for the form, I always say that everyone should preach with their hearts. There can be no ready-made recipes here. Simply tell him what you consider necessary. The Lord will help you.”

“Well, alright,” Jordan sighed heavily. “I agree. But you never mentioned when Tommy will arrive to New York for work. In a week, month? When should I be ready?”

“It will happen in five days,” Seveny said matter-of-factly. “Soon he will have his first training session as head coach.”

“Oh my God!” Bloom groaned. “I don’t have any time to prepare.”

“There is always time. The most important thing is to use it correctly. This is not our last phone conversation. I will be in touch.”

After these words, the priest hung up abruptly and the beeping haunted Jordan for some time after that.
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