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  ‘Listen, Alan. I’ve got some bad news for you.’




  The last thing I wanted to do after losing a cup final was to be frogmarched off to do a drugs test.




  The 1999 Scottish Cup final had been my first taste of that special Hampden atmosphere, but for all the excitement and build-up preceding the match, it was rapidly leaving a bittersweet taste in

  my mouth. So many of my friends and family had come up from Liverpool to soak up the occasion, but all they had witnessed was the despair of an agonising Celtic defeat. Now, rather than being

  allowed to share my disappointment with my team-mates, my only post-match companions were to be a doping agent and a small glass jar.




  It had not been a good season to be a Celtic player. Rangers had already won the League Cup, and then the championship title in a toxic Old Firm match at Parkhead. That match had threatened to

  spiral out of control both on and off the pitch: three players had been dismissed and another ten yellow carded as tempers frayed; the referee Hugh Dallas had to have medical treatment after being

  struck by a coin from a fan. ‘Ninety Minutes of Pure Poison’ was one of the newspaper headlines the next day, and for once the press weren’t exaggerating.

  Dallas, who’d done his best to keep a lid on the game, had been chosen again as referee for the cup final. I hoped that was not going to be an omen of how things were going to go.




  The white-hot intensity of an Old Firm match is difficult to describe if you’ve never been part of one. I played in twenty-four such games over my time at Celtic, and let me tell you,

  they’re not for the faint-hearted. Occasionally, a game of football emerged, and the many talents of both sides managed to shine through. But more often than not the sun went in, and they

  degenerated into something closer to a kicking competition – one in which the ref had to turn a blind eye in order to keep enough players on the pitch. All of this frenzied football was

  conducted in a cacophony of noise and passion like I’ve never heard – the venom of the terrace chants threatening to spill over onto the pitch at any moment. I’d been playing that

  day in 1998 when Gazza had done his ‘flute playing’ in front of the Celtic fans. That had been tinder-box stuff, and the fall out from that was not something anyone wanted to see

  repeated.




  An Old Firm cup final was unique because it was the only time that Celtic and Rangers fans were at a match in equal numbers. At Parkhead and Ibrox, the terraces were stacked one way or the

  other: Hampden was fifty-fifty between our supporters and theirs. That made for a cracking atmosphere, if for a policing headache. There was none of the usual intermingling of fans on the way to

  the stadium you get down Wembley Way: none of that fan-friendly walking to the stadium together in the warm spring sunshine. Instead, the green and white hoops of Celtic and the blue of Rangers

  were kept well away from each other by lines of mounted police. The two sets of supporters were shepherded to the stadium from opposite directions: the first sight they caught of their rival fans was in the ground itself, where they made up for lost time by doubling up their shouting and chanting.




  I was one of those footballers for whom winning is the be all and end all. Once I’m on the pitch, that’s it. That’s all I want to do. I would throw myself into every challenge,

  stretch every last sinew to achieve that. I’ve never been one of those who could comfort themselves by thinking, ‘we lost but we played the better football’. All I would think was

  ‘we lost’. That day, I was desperate to win the match several times over: because it was a cup final, because it was Rangers, because they were on course for a treble, because I hated

  to lose. On top of that, I was acutely aware it was the last match of the season. Get beat, and I’d be leaving for my summer holidays with that sour taste of losing in my mouth. There’d

  be no chance to make amends, and plenty of opportunity to fester on the beach about what could and should have been.




  The 1999 Cup final wasn’t the frenzied atmosphere of the Old Firm match we’d played a few weeks earlier. Instead, it was one of those taut, tight, tense affairs, where there

  wasn’t so much as a cigarette paper between the two sides. Both teams were determined to dig in and defend like their lives depended on it – manning the barricades and squeezing the

  breath out of the opposition. It wasn’t until the second half that the deadlock was broken. Rangers’ Tony Vidmar had crossed the ball into the Celtic penalty area from the left, to

  where Neil McCann was waiting. I was right there, had read exactly what was going to happen, and threw myself in to block the shot. Rather than the ball rocketing goalwards, it ricocheted off my

  leg and squirrelled away into the path of Rod Wallace. It could have dropped anywhere, but the luck wasn’t with me, and it fell perfectly for him. Wallace didn’t turn that sort of

  opportunity down, and tucked the ball beyond our keeper, cool as you like. I groaned. One-nil Rangers, and the blue half of the stadium went ballistic.




  The heads didn’t go down: if anything, going a goal behind only spurred us on further, and we gave it everything to get back on level terms. I found myself piling

  forwards from defence: it was like a throwback to my schoolboy days, when my original position had been higher up the pitch. I was giving it everything I had, mixing it up in their penalty area in

  the hope of getting a nick or a chance, then sprinting back to defend our goal as Rangers mounted another assault. Sixty-five minutes in, I got my opportunity to equalise as the ball fell to me on

  the edge of the penalty area. I fired off one shot, which Colin Hendry took the full force of, collapsing to the floor in a heap. The ball bounced back off his body towards me and I shot again.

  This time, it took a great save from the Rangers keeper to keep the ball out. On eighty-seven minutes, in the face of more relentless Celtic pressure, Lorenzo Amoruso blocked another goal-bound

  shot with what looked suspiciously like his arm. The green and white half of Hampden went crazy: to us, it was a definite penalty. Here we go, I thought: it’s the equaliser and extra-time

  now. But the referee Hugh Dallas was completely unmoved and waved our protests away. Maybe he’d had his fill of Old Firm derbies for the season, and wasn’t going to extend the occasion

  any longer than he had to. A couple of minutes later, he blew up for full-time.




  I felt gutted, shattered, drained. Cup finals are often the matches when players go down with cramp, and playing in one, it’s easy to see why. There’s the extra heat of the end of

  season sunshine, the additional pressure of the occasion, and the ferocious intensity of the football. You’re giving absolutely everything you’ve got: for the team, for the fans. If

  you’re not close to dropping at the end of all that, you shouldn’t have been on the pitch in the first place. Of course, if you win, none of that matters: lifting the trophy has this

  miraculous effect of making you forget about your aches and pain. If you don’t, however, there’s nothing to distract you from how bad your body is feeling.




  I never liked to lose, especially against Rangers, and especially when I felt we’d deserved something out of the match. It was a wrench to watch their victory celebrations. When Rangers

  had beaten Celtic to win the title at Parkhead, the players had celebrated their victory by doing a mock version of our team huddle, which was a longstanding part of the Celtic match routine. This

  time, it was their fans who infuriated me. As we went up to get our losers’ medals – they’re not runners-up medals, whatever anyone says – the Rangers supporters were

  heckling and goading us. I’d had enough. I responded with what one paper euphemistically described as a ‘one-handed salute’: I gave them the well-known ‘Gareth Hunt’

  hand gesture from the Nescafé TV commercial – and I wasn’t suggesting they went off and made a cup of coffee! Unfortunately, my actions were picked up by the TV cameras and the

  story was all over the papers the next day. It was not a great moment all round.




  I just wanted to get out of there, to be honest. But my bad day at the office was about to get worse. As I came back down the steps, there was a guy in a suit standing waiting for me. He was

  from the UK Doping Agency, and along with my team-mate Enrico Annoni, I’d been chosen to take a drugs test. You never know when these agents are going to turn up: it was random which matches

  they’d be at, and whether it was your turn. The odds of being picked, therefore, were quite small – it’s got a bit tighter now, but back then I reckon I’d get tested once or

  twice a season at most. When the agent told me it was my turn, it wouldn’t surprise me if I’d given him a look. Not because I didn’t believe in testing, but because it meant that

  rather than going back into the dressing room with my team-mates, to digest the match and talk about it together, I was to be escorted off to give a urine sample.




  I knew from experience that producing that was no quick call. This might sound a stupid thing, but it’s difficult to have a piss after a match because you’re so

  dehydrated. As a defender, you’d normally be covering between nine and a half and ten and a half kilometres a match, losing several litres of fluid in the process. You lose so much during a

  game that you’re encouraged to take on as much fluid as possible in the day or so before to compensate. So it might sound a simple thing to do, to give a urine sample, but it can take an

  absolute age. Sometimes they even try giving you a beer or two to speed things up.




  I was sat there mulling over the match, still in my kit and boots, desperate to talk to the lads, and unable to go. It wasn’t the way I wanted to finish the day or the season, but

  that’s how it was. I’m not the sort to naturally feel sorry for myself, but there was nothing to do but sit there and stew. In the end it was about an hour and a half before I could

  pass water. I did my two samples – you have to do a couple in case one of them is negative. The drugs testers aren’t allowed to touch them in case of contamination, so you screw the

  jars shut yourself, put them in a polystyrene satchel, seal it and sign to say it’s all your own work.




  I was lucky: the team bus, which had been about to depart, was still there when I was done. Another few minutes, and they’d have gone without me. That happened to Enrico who still

  hadn’t produced a sample at this point: he’d have to make his own way home. I piled on the bus with my team-mates, pleased to see the back of Hampden. I was looking forward to

  forgetting about the afternoon, and starting to think about some recuperation and my summer break. The coach pulled away from the stadium, and that was the last I thought about the drugs test.




  Three weeks later, I was back down in Liverpool. The disappointments of the end of the season were now a distant memory: I’d been abroad with Mandy

  and the kids (Heather, who was three, and Sam, who was seven months old at the time), and had enjoyed what felt like a well-deserved bit of sunshine. Mandy and I were both from Merseyside, so the

  close season was always a good time to head back down the M6 and catch up with family and friends. That particular Tuesday it was warm and sunny, and I was out on the golf course, playing a few

  holes with Mark Seagraves, my former Bolton Wanderers team-mate, and a friend of his. I enjoy my golf – I play off seven – and life felt good. The putts were rolling in, the sun was out

  and the company was great. I was thinking ahead to the new season, and chatting with Mark about working with the new Celtic managerial team of Director of Football Kenny Dalglish and coach John

  Barnes. Funny how I’d almost signed for Dalglish at Blackburn, and now here he was – my boss after all.




  We were well into the back nine when my phone rang. We must have been on the twelfth or fourteenth, something like that – I can’t remember exactly, but it would have been appropriate

  if it had been the thirteenth hole, given what the call was about. In those days I had one of those flip-top phones that you open up, and was surprised to find Jack Mulhearn, the Celtic doctor, on

  the other end of the line.




  ‘Hi Alan,’ he said, ‘How are things?’




  ‘Yeah, good,’ I replied.




  ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.




  Strange question, I remember thinking. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I feel great.’




  ‘Okay,’ Jack said. ‘That’s good.’




  Then he paused. It was quite a long pause, an unsettling one, like he was trying to work out the best way to phrase things.




  ‘Listen Alan,’ Jack continued. ‘I’ve got some bad news for you. It’s the drugs test you did. After the cup final.’




  ‘You what?’ This conversation was getting stranger by the second.




  ‘It’s come back positive Alan.’




  For a second or two, I was speechless. Had I heard him right? I was completely dumbfounded.




  ‘That’s impossible,’ I said eventually. And it was. I’d never taken anything in my life. I’d had my opportunities – as did any modern footballer on a night

  out – but it was something that had never remotely interested me.




  ‘I know,’ said Jack. He sounded a little relieved by my answer. ‘I’m sorry I have to ask you these questions, but you know how it is. So you’re saying you

  haven’t been taking anything?’




  ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘You know me Jack. You know I wouldn’t do anything like that.’




  ‘I know that,’ said Jack, ‘and I’m sorry. But I had to ask.’ He paused again. ‘Okay. The thing is, Alan, there’s no doubt you’ve failed the test.

  What it’s showing is that you’re producing a high level of a hormone that is usually only found in pregnant woman . . .’




  At this point, I was still thinking that there must have been a bizarre mix up somewhere along the line. Pregnant women? It still didn’t make any sense.




  ‘. . . when it’s found in men, it’s for a different reason,’ Jack continued. ‘The only time this hormone is found in a man, and there’s no easy way of saying

  this, is when it’s linked to testicular cancer.’




  That was a jolt, I can tell you. I hadn’t seen that coming at all. Cancer.




  ‘OK,’ I said, a little dazed. I breathed out. ‘Bloody hell.’




  ‘Have you, er . . . checked yourself lately?’ Jack asked. His voice was more serious now. ‘Have you come across any lumps or anything like that?’




  As soon he said that, I just knew. ‘Now that you mention it, I have had a bit of pain in one my testicles, my left one.’




  ‘How long have you had that for?’




  ‘Not long,’ I said. ‘Couple of months, maybe. It’s just something that has come and gone, you know. I didn’t really think anything about it.’




  ‘Well, we need to get it checked, Alan,’ Jack said. ‘As a priority.’




  Like any footballer, I was used to getting aches and pains the whole time. Cuts and bruises, they came with the territory. I’d always been the sort of player to throw myself into

  challenges, whatever the consequences: I’d had broken collarbones and fractured cheekbones over the years for my troubles, so by contrast the dull ache in my balls was something I

  hadn’t really taken much notice of. I remembered having a feel when I first noticed, and thinking that one of my testicles seemed different to the other. There wasn’t a noticeable lump

  or anything like that: it was just a bit hard. I’ve got to be honest and say that I’d thought no more about it. At the time I didn’t really know anything about testicular cancer,

  or what the symptoms were.




  Certainly, I hadn’t felt ill or anything like that. Far from it: I was twenty-eight and at the top of my game. I ate a healthy diet and went to the gym every day: at the club, I was known

  for being one of the fitter ones. As a professional footballer, you had your performance level checked the whole time, so even if I’d been a bit off colour, I would have known about it

  straightaway. But nothing like that had come up: as far as I was concerned, I was in the best shape of my life.




  ‘Who was that?’ Mark asked, after I’d hung up the phone.




  ‘The club doctor,’ I said. ‘He thinks I might have testicular cancer.’




  ‘You what?’ Mark looked at me as though I was joking.




  ‘I know.’ But I didn’t know. Not really. Not yet.




  ‘Come on,’ Mark said, realising I was serious. He started putting his club back in his bag. ‘We’ll go.’




  ‘No,’ I replied. ‘There’s nothing I can do about it now. Let’s finish the round.’




  I was insistent on that. Maybe it was a coping mechanism, to carry on as normal. We played the remaining holes, not that I could tell you much about them. The decent round I’d started on

  the outward nine quickly degenerated as my mind began to wander. Then I went home, to try and tell my wife and my family what the doctor had said.




  On Thursday morning, Mandy and I were driven up to Glasgow, in a car provided by the club. A few years earlier, in 1996, I’d made the same journey in somewhat different

  circumstances. Celtic had made an offer of £4.5 million to make me their record signing, and I was going up to meet the then manager, Tommy Burns, and discuss personal terms. I’d been a

  Bolton Wanderers player for several years by this point, and was more than ready for the move. I’d almost signed for Kenny Dalglish’s Premier League winning Blackburn the year before,

  in a £9 million double deal with my Bolton team-mate Jason McAteer. But then Liverpool had come in for Jason, his childhood club, and the deal was pulled.




  The Celtic offer was an amazing opportunity, but it wasn’t the only one on the table. My former manager at Bolton, Bruce Rioch, was now in charge at Arsenal, and he was desperate for me to

  come and play for him at Highbury. When he got wind of the Celtic deal, he was absolutely insistent: don’t sign anything until I’ve spoken to you, he said. The fee, the personal terms,

  none of that will be a problem. Just don’t agree the contract until you’ve had my call.




  That day, driving up to Glasgow with my agent, we couldn’t have gone any slower. We drove at fifty miles an hour up the M6 in the slow lane with the lorries,

  stopping off at one service station after another for a coffee, then again at the next one for a toilet break. I was completely torn about what I wanted: Arsenal and Celtic were both enormous

  clubs, but I couldn’t ignore the possibility of working with Bruce again. He was the manager who’d always believed in me, and had helped make me the player I was. If there was a chance

  of renewing that relationship, I couldn’t just dismiss it out of hand, however much the prospect of playing for Celtic excited me.




  Finally, about fifteen miles south of Glasgow, Bruce rang. The news wasn’t good.




  ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I’ve got some problems here. You should go and sign for Celtic. I’m really disappointed, but it’s not going to happen here, I’m

  afraid.’




  Later, it transpired that Rioch had been having problems with his striker Ian Wright, a fractious relationship that was to threaten his position. It wasn’t long afterwards that he was

  sacked and replaced by Arsene Wenger. By then, however, I’d been more than blown away by Celtic. As soon as I’d got there that day, I’d been warmly welcomed by Tommy Burns, who

  took me round and showed me the stadium. I came out of the tunnel onto the pitch, and just thought, wow. I tried to imagine what it would be like, playing in front of 62,000 passionate fans, and

  knew there and then that this was the club for me. I fell in love with the ground, with the history and with the friendliness I encountered: it was like the family club atmosphere I’d been

  used to at Bolton, but everything was ten times the size.




  That was then, though, and this was now. Waiting for Bruce Rioch’s call, I’d wanted the journey up the M6 to go on forever. This time round, however much the driver put his foot down

  in the fast lane, I couldn’t get to Glasgow fast enough. Back then, the journey had all been about possibilities – multi-million pound transfers and where to

  spend the peak years of my footballing career. Now it was about how my life might unfold, but in a different way – the earlier sense of excitement replaced by something starker, more

  sombre.




  This time round, there was no welcoming party on the front steps for me. I was driven round the side of Celtic Park and slipped in through the back door. The smiles of the staff were still

  there, but they were of the concerned, worried kind. I sat down with Jack, and we had a brief chat about my situation. He showed me a pile of books he’d been reading on the subject, and did

  everything he could to reassure me, and to downplay my concerns.




  ‘I’m sure it’s nothing,’ he said. ‘These are all just routine tests you’re going to do.’




  Mandy was asking him all sorts of questions, but Jack just said, ‘Let’s just hold those, until we know exactly what this is. There’s no point worrying about something if

  it’s not actually that.’




  We drove from the ground to the Bon Secours Private Hospital, where Celtic did all their medical tests. I knew it well from the number of knee scans and the like I’d had over the years.

  Jack guided me through, and introduced me to the guy who was going to do my scan. Again, he couldn’t have been friendlier. He led me into a room, where I took my clothes off, and put on a

  gown. Then I sat on a bed and waited for the ultrasound.




  The procedure and machine were exactly the same as when a pregnant woman has a scan: for a moment, it brought back memories of when I’d been to the hospital with Mandy, when she was

  pregnant with Heather and Sam. But the cold squeeze of the gel being smeared over my testicles brought me quickly back to reality. The doctor ran the machine over my right testicle first, and we

  both looked over at the screen, to see what it was showing up. The image of my testicle was all grey, like a light white-grey egg.




  ‘That’s all good,’ the doctor said. ‘Looks clear to me. There’s no problem with that at all.’




  Then he moved the scanner round to my other testicle. Immediately you could see the difference. This time, the ‘egg’ was three-quarters black. I remember thinking it looked a little

  like a new moon, with a light grey crescent on one side, and the darkness spreading out from the opposite side.




  ‘That’s it,’ the doctor said, simply. ‘That’s the problem, right there.’




  I felt shocked, of course I did. But at the same time, in a curious way that shock was mixed with relief. If I was being honest with myself, there had been something in the back of my mind, even

  before the drugs test, that something wasn’t quite right. I’d tried to ignore it, but that sense of unease had never quite gone away. Then, since the phone call with Jack on the golf

  course, I’d been left with that horrible sense of uncertainty. I wasn’t someone who liked that: if I knew what the score was, however bad the situation, then I could face up and deal

  with it. It was the not knowing that really gnawed away at me.




  The day was turning into something of a whirlwind. From Merseyside to Glasgow, from Celtic Park to the hospital, and now straight from the ultrasound straight in to see the specialist. He took a

  look at the scans, and spoke with the same certainty as the doctor who had done the scan.




  ‘It’s testicular cancer,’ he said, after looking carefully at the pictures. ‘What we don’t know at this stage is what type.’




  I’d known next to nothing about testicular cancer before the drugs test, but now I found myself catching up fast. There were two types of testicular cancer, essentially: there was a

  teratoma, which was an active and aggressive form of cancer, and likely to spread to other parts of the body; then there was a seminoma, which sat there dormant, like a

  volcano. It could trigger at any moment, but caught early, it could be removed before it had chance to spread.




  ‘So which one have I got?’ I asked.




  ‘I’d love to be able to tell you,’ the specialist said, ‘but we won’t know until after we’ve removed it. We’ll then do a biopsy and should have the

  results back within a week. As for the operation,’ he continued, ‘it’s a bit like a hernia. We’ll cut just below the belly area, and force the testicle through the tubes,

  and bring it out that way. Is there anything you’d like to ask?’




  My question was instinctive: ‘When will I be able to play football again?’




  That was my reaction. The specialist looked a little taken aback. This obviously wasn’t the usual response he got when he told people they had cancer. But that was my mindset. I was a

  professional footballer: I felt invincible. The will to win that infused my game would see me through here as well: testicular cancer was just another opponent for me to face and which would get

  the same short shrift as a Rangers striker bearing down on goal.




  The specialist smiled. ‘It shouldn’t be too long. You’re probably looking at four to six weeks.’




  I was surprised at how short the recovery time was, but immediately my thoughts whirred through more practical matters. Four to six weeks? I went through the dates. It was the end of June, so if

  I had the operation immediately, I might be back up and playing by the start of the next season.




  ‘Let’s get it done,’ I said. The quicker I could have the operation, the quicker I would know exactly what it was I was dealing with.




  In my head, I was completely focused on Celtic, and on my football. That was a sportsman’s mentality, and it was a huge help in dealing with the situation. I was

  used to running out onto the pitch, and playing with the expectations of 62,000 people on my shoulders. That was pressure, and you needed to be strong psychologically not to crumple under that. I

  had that well of self-belief to draw from, and draw from it I did. It meant that when I first heard from Jack, and when the specialist confirmed I had testicular cancer, I didn’t feel scared.

  I felt nervous and I felt helpless because I wasn’t in control, but I didn’t feel scared. The thought of death didn’t once enter my mind at the time. It was only later that I came

  to understand just what a deadly opponent I was up against.




  In the days before the operation, I got my first taste of how public a disease cancer can be. Just as the ultrasound scan had been a dark echo of the joy of pregnancy, so that

  weekend became the same sort of open house you have after the arrival of a newborn baby. Friends and family came down to see us from all corners of the country. Even though they all meant well, it

  was exhausting. I was still feeling okay and holding up, but the more people wished you luck and asked how you were, the stronger you had to be not to fall into feeling unwell, and lapsing into

  self-pity.




  Just like on the football pitch, I found myself being the strong one. It was me who was carrying and supporting my relatives, not the other way round. It was my parents who I found most

  difficult discussing the situation with: I’d told my dad over the phone initially, because I knew if I’d done so face to face, I might not have been able to keep it together.

  Mandy’s mum, meanwhile, had given me a hug and said, ‘Oh, you’ll be all right, Alan. You’re a big strong lad.’ Which we both knew was her way of saying ‘Oh,

  shit’.




  On the Monday before the operation, the press got wind of the story. Celtic had been brilliant in keeping things under wraps, but inevitably with something this big, it

  was going to leak out sooner or later. ‘CELTIC STAR IN CANCER SCARE’ ran the headline in the Daily Record: ‘Cup Final Drugs Test Shows Up Need For Vital Op’. The

  story didn’t name me in person, but said the player in question had been in the Celtic starting XI, and listed the team like a guessing game for the media. It didn’t take long for

  journalists to work out it was me and start ringing up. That was the last thing I needed, so I got my agent to put out a statement, and asked for privacy.




  The calls starting coming in, first from my Celtic team-mates, and then from players all round football. These conversations were good to have: they were concerned for me, but curious at the

  same time. How did I find it, what did it feel like, and so on. That was my first taste of how my illness might help others, and the public awareness of testicular cancer and its symptoms that

  might be raised by my own private battles.




  By the Tuesday morning, when I was heading to the hospital for the operation, the story was all over the press, both north and south of the border. The newspapers were full of messages of

  support from both sides of the Old Firm divide: Rangers players like Scott Wilson and Sergio Porrini, former Ibrox favourites like Ally McCoist, as well as Celtic team-mates like Tommy Boyd and

  Henrik Larsson. The Sun even ran an editorial wishing me well: ‘Stubbs is known for his unflagging determination and will to win as a player,’ ran the ‘Sun Says’

  piece. ‘If he shows the same courage off the field as he does on it, there will only be one winner.’




  I had a choice, meanwhile, as to whether or not to have a false testicle put in to replace the one that was about to be removed. The doctors had shown the sample to Mandy and me: it was like a

  small hard-boiled egg. It wouldn’t have felt the same as a real testicle, but would have balanced things out in the mirror. It seemed quite a surreal conversation to be

  having, and when they’d shown it to us, we’d both burst out laughing. So I confirmed to the doctor that I’d rather just keep things the natural way. Out of everything that

  happened, that was probably the easiest decision I had to make.




  I checked into the hospital in the morning as arranged. I was put under general anaesthetic and was in the operating theatre for just under an hour or so. The procedure went smoothly, so much so

  that rather than staying in overnight, I was allowed out at the end of the day. I was driven back to our house in Glasgow with strict instructions to relax and recuperate. I was a bit woozy from

  the anaesthetic and very uncomfortable for the first day or two: it was pretty sore down there, and I could feel it every time I stretched or sat up. But really, it felt no worse than recovering

  from any of the knocks I’d had on the pitch over the years.




  What was really agony was the wait for the results of the biopsy. I’m not someone who is much good at sitting about doing nothing at the best of times. But to be in that position, to be

  under doctor’s orders to put my feet up while waiting to find out what type of cancer it was, that was torture. I did my best to keep an open mind. I didn’t want to think it was going

  to be a teratoma when it could be a seminoma. I’m a glass half-full, rather than a half-empty guy in life, and for those five days I did my best to stay an optimist.




  By complete coincidence, on the Saturday after my operation, the 1999 Tour de France began with a prologue stage at Le Puy du Fou. I wasn’t a huge cycling fan, but it was difficult not to

  notice who the winner was that day: a young American rider called Lance Armstrong, who was competing in the race for the first time since recovering from testicular cancer. Armstrong would go on to

  win that race, as well as the next six tours. His initial victory that day, as I was waiting for the biopsy results, only served to fuel my belief that I was going to pull

  through.




  When the results came through, it was Jack who rang me.




  ‘The biopsy has come back,’ he told me down the phone. ‘It’s good news, Alan. It was a seminoma.’




  Jack talked me through the report. When I’d first been diagnosed, they’d run tests to check the number of cancerous cells in the blood; a normal, healthy person would have a score of

  less than five: my reading had been seventy-eight. After the operation, this had fallen to twenty-five, and the expectation was that this would quickly fall back further. Not only that, but the

  cancer was still dormant when they’d taken it out. It was just sitting there, waiting to flare up. It could have triggered any day, but they’d removed it before it had chance.




  I’d been very, very lucky. If the cup final hadn’t been chosen by the doping agency as the game to run drugs tests, if I hadn’t been picked at random as a player to be tested,

  the cancer would never have been detected.




  I’d have gone off on my summer break completely ignorant of the situation: it could have been months before I’d been tested again, and who knows what might have happened by that

  point. I’d been extremely fortunate, or maybe it was something more than that: I’d devoted my entire life to football, and now, in return, football had saved my life.




  I was elated. Absolutely overjoyed. It was the same shot of adrenaline sensation I’d had when I signed my first professional contract all those years before. I started the process of

  telling everyone the good news, thinking about pre-season and when I might get out on the pitch to hear the roar of the Celtic fans again. Little did I know then, but my battle with illness was

  only just beginning. Looking back now, my belief that those five days of waiting had been the worst of my life seems wishful thinking, to say the least. The cancer

  hadn’t finished with me yet. In fact, it hadn’t even begun. A footballer’s mentality? Invincibility? Next time round, the cancer would strip me of all of that self-belief, and

  show me what it was really capable of. Next time round, I’d be fighting to stay alive.
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  Striking for Pingwood




  The biggest influence on my career was my dad, by far. Dad was the driving force behind my success. He was a football person, without actually being directly involved in

  football himself: he was a fan, an Evertonian, and knew the game inside out. He was the one who was on side and by my side everywhere I went. If it meant getting up at six o’clock in the

  morning to get to a match, then Dad was up at half five, getting me up to go. If it meant him getting off work early to take me to a game, then that’s what he’d do. When I didn’t

  really want to, Dad would never force me but just encourage in his own way.




  ‘Come on son, we are going,’ he’d say, quietly but firmly.




  Without his support, I would never have achieved what I have.




  It’s only when you have children of your own that you understand just how much your parents did for you. I realise just how much I took all this for granted, and appreciate all the more

  what Dad did for me. Especially as there were so many of us for him and Mum to look after: I’m the youngest of five, my sister Susan is the eldest, then it’s my brother Ronnie, Pam,

  Mandy and then me. I was the baby of the family, and the spoilt brat, so the others would say! I don’t think I was: it just seemed that way as they were getting older.

  When they were the youngest one, I bet they got the attention, too.




  Ronnie was a very good footballer when he was growing up. It’s not easy for me to admit this, but technically, he was the better player. Ronnie played as a winger and had opportunities to

  go to clubs, if he’d wanted. He could have done well, but decided not to pursue them. Early on, he met his future wife, a Jehovah’s Witness, and he decided that he wanted to go along

  that path rather than pursue a career in football. Growing up, I couldn’t get my head round anyone not wanting to be a footballer if they had the chance. Now I’m older, I understand and

  totally respect him for what he did.




  At the time, my dad was really disappointed by Ronnie’s decision and was pretty cut up by it. He ended up not speaking to Ronnie, which looking back was a real shame. My mum was always the

  one who used to say, ‘Let be’. For her, what Ronnie had done was not the end of the world and she would have quite happily got on with it. But my dad couldn’t do that: he

  couldn’t get beyond the fact that my brother had disappointed him. My mum was always loyal to my dad and so they didn’t talk to Ronnie for quite a number of years. When they did speak

  again, it would still be frosty. If I could change anything, it would have been for my dad to forgive Ronnie sooner, before it was too late.




  My parents were from Liverpool and from very working class backgrounds. We grew up in Kirkby, which was a tough place. If you didn’t know the area and were to drive through it, you would

  look at Kirkby and dismiss it as somewhere not to hang about. For me, because I grew up there, I never really noticed any of that. It was home, and so it was normal. It was very much a working

  class area, with a lot of council housing. Yes, you had to know how to look after yourself, but it was also the sort of place where people would do everything for their

  family. They’d give their last penny to their children, and if it meant working three jobs to see them right, then that is what they’d do.




  I love Kirkby and always will. If anyone has to say anything bad about it, I will always be the first one to stand up for it and fight its cause. I know the town has got its problems but I also

  know it has made me what I am today. I’m full of pride for where I have come from. Much of my family are still there too: my mum lives there, as do two of my sisters, with my brother and

  other sister just outside. We are all still in close proximity.




  Kirkby is not a rich area. There are plenty of people on social care and benefits, and a lot of young people with children from an early age. You get those who make snide comments about who is

  paying for all this: Kirkby and Liverpool have had their knocks and the area has got its share of things that are not right. For some, Liverpool has got a stigma about it, all the rest of the

  country sees is people who rob and get involved in drugs, guns and gangs. I have got to say, though, that if I was to be anywhere and I was in trouble, I would want Liverpool people with me. I know

  if I was lost in Liverpool, someone would give me money to get home because it is the way they are.




  They are a caring community and, for all the hardship, a generous community too. That is something that has always been the way, even from when I was a child through to today. My mum had two

  jobs and Dad had his job and if it meant them having five jobs to give us the best possible chance they could, then they would have done that. That was typical of Kirkby, of Liverpool and of

  Merseyside. It’s that sort of spirit that makes it the amazing place it is.




  The house I grew up in was a three-bedroom semi, and felt a perfectly comfortable family home. Ronnie and I shared one room and slept in bunk beds: he

  was on the top and I was on the bottom. My sisters shared another room with three beds, and my parents had the other. So it suited us just fine. My dad worked for BAT, British American Tobacco. He

  was a driver’s assistant and would travel round the country delivering cigarettes, doing the loading and unloading. He never drove the lorries himself: in fact, like my mum, he couldn’t

  drive. It may have been because he couldn’t afford a car, but as a result we were very much reliant on public transport. We’d go everywhere by bus and train, or get on our bikes to

  travel around.




  Our street was a typical Merseyside one, with kids playing outside, kicking a football about and dreaming of playing for Everton or Liverpool. We’d use our gate as one goal, and someone

  else’s as the other, and have a game. At least until someone came out and shouted: ‘Get away! Go on! Piss off and play on someone else’s gate!’ Then we got our own goal.

  About four doors up from our house there was a small area of waste ground, and the people who lived there had a wall built for them by the council. It didn’t take long for us to paint some

  goalposts up on the wall. Suddenly, we had somewhere where no one would come out and move us along. There’d be an ongoing battle of the goal being rubbed out and us painting it back up again,

  but we’d be out there playing whenever we got the chance.




  It was heaven. We would play until ten or half ten at night, until we had been shouted at a dozen times, told ‘This is your last warning!’ and dragged in by the scruff of

  our necks. That was the way it was back then: you could play out in the streets until all hours and your parents would not be worried about where you were or what might happen. It wasn’t that

  our families didn’t care, they just felt comfortable their children were safe, outside with their mates. These days, parents don’t want anything to happen to

  their children; if it means them not being out once darkness falls, then so be it. I know, with my own children, you are never comfortable when they go out at all.




  We didn’t just play football on the waste ground. Just down the road from our house was an area called Windy Harbour. Windy Harbour used to be a bit like Hackney Marshes in East London: it

  was about half a mile long and full of football pitches. As the name suggests, it was somewhat open to the elements. These days, Windy Harbour is the home to Liverpool FC’s football academy,

  but back then it was every man and football mad boy for himself.




  My brother and I would go down to Windy Harbour and practise. Later, we would go up there almost every night. I’d say to Ronnie, ‘Want to go and have a kick about?’ and off

  we’d go. I’d practise kicking with my left foot because that was my weaker one, and spend hours doing patterns to strengthen it. We’d play ‘cross ball’: I’d

  stand on one side of the goal and Ronnie the other, and we’d take turns to try and clip the ball onto the crossbar. It’s a great exercise in terms of getting a feel for the ball and

  learning how to weight your kicks. Those kinds of exercises undoubtedly helped me. If there were other people about, you’d have a game where one person would be the keeper and the other eight

  to ten are all trying to score a goal: last one to score goes in goal for the next game. I loved Windy Harbour – I knew I could go there and always find someone to kick about with. No matter

  how bad the weather was, there was always at least one game of football going on.




  Sometimes my dad would come down and pass balls to me. Other times, he’d just come and sit and watch. There was a wall at the top end, and he’d come and perch there. He

  wouldn’t say anything, just used to sit there and observe. And then you would turn around again and he would be gone. He just wanted to see what we were doing, and then

  he’d disappear again. That was my dad all over: very understated.




  I was basically a good child when I was growing up. I didn’t particularly get into trouble at school or anything like that. Don’t get me wrong, I had my mischievous

  moments, but I never had one proper run in with the police. There were times when we would be out and the police would come over and ask, ‘What are you up to lads?’ But it never went

  any further than that. I think I was probably too afraid of my dad to get into any real trouble.




  At school, I got detentions for being late and talking in class but never for any fighting or disrupting class. I was your classic ‘could do better’ kid. I did okay and didn’t

  dislike going to school, except right towards the end. When I was fifteen or sixteen, I just wanted to play football. By that point I knew what I wanted to do and felt as if school was starting to

  get in the way. That seemed very clear to me: I didn’t know whether or not I would become a professional footballer but that was the only thing that mattered to me. Looking back, it was a

  stupid attitude to have. If things hadn’t worked out at Bolton, I wouldn’t have had much to fall back on.




  It might not surprise you to learn that all my favourite teachers were the ones who took us for sport. Mr Brennan was probably the youngest and the coolest one. He was a good-looking guy, had a

  big moustache like Tom Selleck and all the girls liked him. He was very sporty and really good with me. He could see I was a decent footballer and he helped me a lot. Then there was Dowie Jones: he

  was the sort of big teacher that didn’t say much, but had the loudest bark. He took us for rugby, and if you didn’t want to play it he would grab you by the scruff of the neck and drag

  you onto the field. He was the teacher everyone was frightened of. He was also the sort of teacher who started to treat you differently as you got older. You could have a

  proper conversation with him, and by the end I thought he was great. He asked me back to the school after I had left and I really enjoyed seeing him and telling him what I was doing.




  My primary school was Simonswood. It was just around the corner from our house, a five-minute walk away. My mum used to work there as a dinner lady. That had its good points and bad points. When

  it was dinner time, I’d always get my extra chips and extra pudding. But back out in the schoolyard afterwards, my mum would be one of those watching over the children. So she’d be

  watching me to check I was behaving and I would get it in the neck if I didn’t!




  It was a lovely little school, and it’s such a shame it isn’t there any more. A few years ago the school got burnt down: someone broke in and set off a fire. The school wasn’t

  restored, but ended up getting amalgamated with another school in the area. It’s really sad, because you have your memories as a child and your associations with that place. I drive past the

  site now, and it hasn’t been developed. It’s just there, empty, with its overgrown weeds. To think that you spent six or seven happy years of your childhood there, and it’s now

  just left there, in this condition. It’s sad.




  From there I went on to Ruffwood Comprehensive. That was the daunting one for me. It was a big school, with a lot of pupils and a reputation. Like Simonswood, it also doesn’t exist any

  more: the government labelled it a failing school and it was closed and merged with another comprehensive. Certainly, when I was there, it wasn’t a good place to be if you were quiet. The

  school had its fair share of bullies, and you had lads who would find their targets and pick on them relentlessly. I’d always been quite a small child, but fortunately for me I had this

  growth spurt when I was thirteen or fourteen, so wasn’t usually picked on.




  Even so, they’d still test you out. One of the hot spots was always the dinner queue, where the bigger lads would barge in front of you, and see what you were going

  to do about it. I had a few confrontations like that. I remember one time, one of the toughest kids in the school, a real hard lad, decided to push in front of me. On this occasion, I wasn’t

  having it, and told him to get back down the queue. There was a bit of a scuffle and he said he’d sort me out after school. I was left thinking, what have I done? I’ve pissed off one of

  the hardest kids in the school, and he’s going to deck me. All that afternoon, I was thinking, what should I do? Should I wait for him and stand up for myself, or make a run for it as soon as

  the bell went? I decided to wait, and luckily nothing came of it. After that, this lad was all right with me. I think he respected that I’d stood up to him.




  That was typical of the school: yes, you’d get tested, but as long as you stood up for yourself, then you’d be okay. It probably didn’t hurt either that I was good at football.

  That went a long way in the playground. It meant that the hard lads always wanted you to be on their team. You’d get to know them a bit, and they’d be a bit more friendly towards you.

  The more people knew about my football, the less confrontations I got involved in. There’d still be scuffles in the games, people trying it on, but as I got bigger, that happened less and

  less. I had my mates, decent kids, and we didn’t go looking for trouble.




  Although I enjoyed all sport, it was always football that I was really into. We played rugby union for about two years, by which point they realised that I wasn’t going to be a rugby

  player. So they let me off the hook with the rugby and allowed me to focus on the football, which I was thrilled to bits about. That was by far what I was best at. When I had been younger, I

  hadn’t been bad at cross country, but as I grew I lost my speed. That was a process that continued when I became a professional footballer: I wasn’t slow, but I

  was never what you’d call quick, not physically anyway. For me, my speed was all in my mind, on reading situations.
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