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  Praise for Full Time




  ‘I can only describe it as the best sports book I’ve read and among the most courageous ever written’




  Tom Humphries, Irish Times




  ‘. . . but why did Tony Cascarino want to share all this with us? We know now, and it was a privilege to have been introduced. Far more than the goals, this is

  Tony Cascarino’s legacy to the game’


  David Walsh, Sunday Times




  ‘A remarkable tale . . . makes the most fascinating reading’


  Daily Mail




  ‘There has been an unusually good batch of football autobiographies this season . . . this, coming from the most unlikely source of all, is by far the best.

  Fantastic’


  Independent




  ‘If you only buy one football book this year make sure that it is the truly extraordinary Full Time: The Secret Life of Tony Cascarino’


  Richard Whitehead, The Times




  ‘It’s a lot more intersting than David Beckham’s’


  Guardian




  ‘The finest new sporting title – the most fun, the most perceptive and maybe even the best written. It’s difficult to tell whether the magic of Full

  Time is the result of Cascarino’s honesty or Paul Kimmage’s clever prose, or both, but it has that elusive quality that publishers long for: a charm that will appeal even to those

  who are not passionate about the game’


  Independent on Sunday










  




  Also by Paul Kimmage




  Rough Ride




  Engage




  To Michael and Teddy and Maeva. See you soon. And for Mark O’Neill, fighting the bravest fight.
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  Chapter One




  Nancy in the Morning




  When you’re young, you always feel that life hasn’t yet begun – that ‘life’ is always scheduled to begin next week, next month, next year,

  after the holidays – whenever. But then suddenly you’re old and the scheduled life didn’t arrive. You find yourself asking ‘Well then, exactly what was it I was having

  – that interlude – the scrambly madness – all that time I had before?’




  – Douglas Coupland, Life After God




  I open my eyes to the sound of my hometown, Nancy, in the morning: the 7.43 a.m. for Paris pulling out slowly from the station; the hum of exhaust pipes on the avenue de la

  Garenne; an ambulance klaxoning moronically in the distance; heavy drops of rain rapping the bedroom window and beyond the white net curtain, the first sight of Nancy, an eternal grey sky, always

  the same.




  Virginia is sleeping. I reach out and nudge her gently and watch her blink and stretch and slowly stir to life. No words are exchanged between us as she pulls on her dressing

  gown and trudges towards the door. I lie with my thoughts and listen to the sound of Maeva being woken and coaxed into the bathroom: ‘Allez, Maeva, c’est l’heure, ma

  cherie.’ I pull back the sheets and swivel my legs on to the floor. My knee, as usual, has seized during the night. I run my fingers across the joint and feel the bone and cartilage

  grinding like a rusty old gate. The first step of the day is always the most painful. First, I lift my heel off the floor and flex my leg gently. Then, placing my hands on the side of the bed for

  the launch, I push forward, taking the weight on my left leg and hold the post of the bed for support. By the time I have limped from the wardrobe to the bathroom to the kitchen, I am almost

  walking normally. Virginia hands me a cup of tea. Maeva has breakfasted and is ready for school.




  My name is Tony Cascarino and I am thirty-seven years old. I live with Maeva Cascarino and Virginia Masson on the third floor of an apartment block, a short walk from Nancy

  train station at 6 avenue de la Garenne. Madame Ginet, a mild-mannered teacher who sometimes teaches me French, lives in the apartment above. Monsieur Madaous, a bad-tempered sales rep who almost

  always acts like a prick (whenever Maeva is loud or I absentmindedly obstruct his parking space), lives in the apartment below. It is not, by any means, an exclusive development. We buy our

  groceries from the Codec store around the corner, drop our rubbish on the ground floor in a bin behind the lift and collect our post from wooden boxes bearing our names in the entrance hall. Most

  of the tenants are office workers, secretaries or tradesmen – ordinary people living ordinary lives . . . well, maybe mine is a little different.




  I play football with Nancy Football Club or L’Association Sportif Nancy-Lorraine (ASNL), as it is more properly known. I have been a professional footballer since 1982, when I walked off a

  building site in London one afternoon and signed for a third-division team called Gillingham. Before working on the building site, I spent two years cutting and styling women’s hair.

  Professional football is a lot more fun than building or hairdressing. It also pays better and carries a lot more perks: we travel first-class, stay in the best hotels, eat the finest food, wear

  designer clothes, drive the fastest cars and never have to queue for surgeons, doctors or dentists. The game is good to us. The game is everything you dream it is: we are worshipped like pop stars,

  pampered and spoiled. But after nineteen years, it begins to wear you down. Of late the sheer boredom of playing and training has been killing me. Sometimes, on the night before a game, I lie on

  the five-star bed in the five-star hotel and gaze at the five-star ceiling and it feels like a prison cell. But I still get anxious when the manager names the team. I still get excited when

  Saturday comes.




  My daughter, Maeva, is five years old. When she throws her arms around me and calls me ‘Papa’, it is easily the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. She was

  born in Nice in August 1995 at a time when I was married to another woman, living in another place and leading a deceitful double life. A day old when I sneaked away and saw her for the first time,

  she was aware of me for the first year of her life as the father who slept with her mother but never stayed the night.




  The L’École Maternelle de Notre-Dame is a ten-minute drive from the apartment. We take the lift to the ground floor and skip quickly through the rain to the car, where our warm

  breath soon mists the windscreen.




  ‘On peut rien voir,’ Maeva protests, as we join the queue on avenue de la Garenne.




  ‘I know, Mimi,’ I reply. ‘I’ve switched on the fan to clear it.’




  ‘Ça marche pas, papa.’




  ‘It will clear in a moment, Mimi. Sit back and put on your seat belt.’




  ‘D’accord.’




  D’accord is French for OK. Maeva knows d’accord is French for OK and knows the English for pretty much everything she says but refuses to converse with me in

  anything but French. Still, we understand each other perfectly and communicate just fine except on the subject of the school canteen. Maeva doesn’t like the school canteen; spoiled rotten by

  her adoring (but somewhat bourgeois) great-grandmother, she can’t understand why they never serve smoked salmon or change the plates after each course and insists we take her home for lunch.

  This morning’s argument was pretty typical . . .




  ‘Don’t forget to tell your teacher you’re eating in the canteen today.’




  ‘J’aime pas la cantine.’




  ‘Yes, I know, but you have to eat there today.’




  ‘Hier j’ai vomi.’




  ‘Yes, I know, but you’ll be all right today. You can eat and have a sleep in the afternoon and later I will come and collect you. Is that a deal?’




  She crosses her arms and refuses to answer. We crawl past the train station and into rue Mazegran.




  ‘Papa, j’ai oublié de me laver mes dents.’




  ‘That’s not very good, is it? You’ll have teeth like bombed houses. Do you want some music on?’




  ‘Oui.’




  ‘What would you like?’




  ‘Ehhh . . . Joe Dassin.’




  ‘Joe Dassin! What, no English music! How about some Lisa Stansfield? How about a good old Rochdale girl?’




  ‘J’aime pas English.’




  ‘OK, we’ll play some froggy stuff, then. Which Joe Dassin song would you like? “Salut les Amoureux”, “Le Petit Pain au Chocolat” or

  “L’été Indien”?’




  ‘ “Salut les Amoureux”.’




  ‘Yeah, I like that.’




  ‘Plus fort, papa. J’entends rien!’




  ‘OK, calm down.’




  I find a vacant space near the school on rue de la Ravinelle and lead Maeva by the hand to the entrance. Other parents are dropping children off; from the look in their eye as

  we exchange ‘bonjours’, it is clear to me that they know who I am. The recognition is flattering. Although I have never felt that comfortable in the spotlight, one of the real

  satisfactions of my life these days is when Maeva comes home from school glowing because her dad has been mentioned in class. They call me ‘Tony Goal’ in these parts, which will

  probably sound absurd if you happen to follow football and live in Birmingham, Glasgow or London. But it’s true. Only six other players can boast a better strike rate this season in the

  French first division. My name will ring a bell in every village Café des Sports. But it is also true that when it comes to much of what happened before, I can offer little by way of

  defence.




  Ten years ago, in what seems another life, I moved from Millwall to Aston Villa, at a time when Villa were top of the league and closing on the championship. Brilliant since the start of the

  season, the team had started to falter in March and I was bought to supply the goals that would stave off Liverpool. I didn’t score for seven games. Liverpool were champions. Villa finished

  runners-up. A year later, I moved from Villa to Glasgow Celtic but the drought continued. One afternoon, I was out shopping with my pregnant wife and my son Michael when a supporter stopped me in

  the street and offered a critical assessment.




  ‘You’re fucking shit, you,’ he hissed. ‘You’re a useless big bastard.’ Glasgow is the world capital of tribal hatred and friends had warned me not to react

  when approached by Rangers fans, but this fellow was absolutely raving. ‘You’re a fucking wanker, a useless bastard.’




  ‘Look, mate,’ I pleaded, ‘give me a break. Can’t you see I’m with my wife and son?’




  ‘You’re fucking shit,’ he said. ‘And I’m a Celtic fan.’




  We moved to London six months later but the cataclysm continued at Chelsea. I was booed at Stamford Bridge on the day I made my début, and then Michael came home from school one afternoon

  and inflicted the cruellest blow of all. The boys in his class had been talking about me. ‘You’re not very good, Dad, are you?’ he said. How do you respond to something like that?

  What do you say to your six-year-old son? That his friends are wrong? That there’s a lot more to the game than what they hear from their dads? What’s your defence when you’re

  thirty-one years old and your career is in freefall? There was nothing to do but swallow hard and resolve to make him proud.




  Six years have passed since I left England’s shores and whenever I return, people who remember me as the lanky striker who used to play for Gillingham often stop me in the street and ask

  what I’m doing now. Unfortunately, the French sports daily L’Equipe doesn’t sell that well in Chislehurst; I might as well be scoring goals on Mars. Usually, I’ll

  fob them off with some yarn about retirement. How do I begin to explain my secret life? There is so much they would never understand.




  I remind Maeva again about the canteen and brave the rain back to the car. Joe Dassin has moved on to ‘L’Été Indien’. Indian summer!

  Not in this part of France. It is October and Nancy is cold and sad and grey, and over the next five months it won’t change much. Take away the magnificence of the place Stanislas and Nancy

  doesn’t have a lot going for it. The people are decent but struggle to make a living. If it were England, it would be Barnsley.




  Heading west from the city towards the suburb of Laxou, I take the A31 towards the training ground at Forêt de Haye. The manager has announced a double session today. Double sessions are

  murder when it’s cold and wet and you’ve got bombed cartilage for a knee. I’ve had two cortisone injections already this season. For the last eight years I’ve taken

  anti-inflammatory pills before and after every game. The pills play havoc with my stomach and scorch my arse with diarrhoea but when the ball hits the back of the net and the crowd chants my name,

  it seems a small price to pay. How much longer can I keep playing! I don’t know. There isn’t a week that goes by these days when I don’t ask myself that question, knowing the

  answer will always be the same. I play football because I have to play football. I play bootball because I know nothing else. On the first Friday of every month, the incentive to keep going is

  dropped through my letterbox in printed type: allowance and bonuses, taxes and fines, all listed in francs and centimes.




  I earn FF160,000 a month playing for Nancy, which, depending on bonuses, translates to roughly £8,000 a month after tax. Pretty much everything we spend is budgeted for these days –

  a sharp contrast to my youth, when the only figures that mattered were the goal-scoring stats. But you change as you get older: you worry about the future more. Last week, after another night spent

  tossing and turning, I sat down with a pen and paper and tried to figure it all out.




   




  

    

      	

        1982  Gillingham


      



      	

        £9,200


      

    




    

      	

        1983  Gillingham


      



      	

        10,400


      

    




    

      	

        1984  Gillingham


      



      	

        13,000


      

    




    

      	

        1985  Gillingham


      



      	

        £13,000


      

    




    

      	

        1986  Gillingham


      



      	

        £13,000


      

    




    

      	

        1987  Gillingham/Millwall


      



      	

        £20,800


      

    




    

      	

        1988  Millwall


      



      	

        £23,400


      

    




    

      	

        1989  Millwall


      



      	

        £26,000


      

    




    

      	

        1990  Millwall/Aston Villa


      



      	

        £56,000


      

    




    

      	

        1991  Aston Villa/Celtic


      



      	

        £71,500


      

    




    

      	

        1992  Celtic/Chelsea


      



      	

        £78,000


      

    




    

      	

        1993  Chelsea


      



      	

        £78,000


      

    




    

      	

        1994  Chelsea/Marseilles


      



      	

        £147,000


      

    




    

      	

        1995  Marseilles


      



      	

        £225,000


      

    




    

      	

        1996  Marseilles


      



      	

        £199,000


      

    




    

      	

        1997  Nancy


      



      	

        £126,000


      

    




    

      	

        1998  Nancy


      



      	

        £98,400


      

    




    

      	

        1999  Nancy


      



      	

          £140,000


      

    




    

      	

        Approximate income from football since 1982


      



      	

        £1,347,700


      

    




    

      	

        Bonus payments and sign-on fees since 1982


      



      	

          £967,000


      

    




    

      	

        Total career earnings since 1982


      



      	

        £2,314,700


      

    


  




   




  It was a sobering experience. Two point three million! Where the hell has it all gone! I mean, there are porters and plumbers and painters who win that on the lottery and never have to work

  again. They buy a dream house and a dream car and take their holiday of a lifetime and never look back. They probably won’t, it’s fair to say, invest as heavily in their pension . .

  .




  

    £2,314,700




    –£150,000




    £2,164,700


  




  . . . and definitely won’t, it’s true to say, give 40 per cent away in tax . . .




  

    £2,164,700




    –£870,040




    £1,294,660


  




  . . . or get slapped with agents’ fees . . .




  

    £1,294,660




       –£32,000




    £1,262,660


  




  They won’t sign for Celtic and drop thirty-five grand in Birmingham because they bought just before the property crash . . .




  

    £1,262,660




       –£35,000




    £1,227,660


  




  . . . but they may incur the unfortunate sting of divorce . . .




  

    £1,227,660




    –£200,000




    £1,027,660


  




  . . . with its maintenance payments that click like a taxi meter . . .




  

    £1,027,660




       –£24,000




    £1,003,660


  




  . . . and school fees . . .




  

    £1,003,660




       –£18,000




       £985,660


  




  . . . not to mention the tip for the solicitors . . .




  

    £985,660




       –£5,000




    £980,660


  




  And when you add it all up, or rather take it all away, nine hundred grand is not a lot of jam when spread over what it costs to live for eighteen years. And it certainly

  hasn’t insured my happy-ever-afters. So you keep fighting the pain when you step out of bed each morning. And you keep taking the pills that rot your stomach and burn your arse. And you keep

  putting the dye in your hair and pretending you’re ten years younger. You survive. You do what you can. But on mornings like this when the rain is lashing the windscreen, it’s hard.




  That Celtic fan who insulted me in Glasgow, the supporters at Stamford Bridge who derided me for fun – I wish they could have been there on the night I beat Juventus. I

  wish they could have heard the cheers of the most fanatical supporters in France. I wish they could have seen what I went on to. I swallowed hard. I turned it around. I tried to make Michael proud.

  Did I? Yes, I’d like to think I did.




  His mother, Sarah, is writing a novel at the moment. It’s the story of a young woman who loves and loses and is forced to start again. The woman, who is also called Sarah, lives in a leafy

  suburb of London with her husband Eric and their two young sons. Eric is a professional footballer whose career is falling apart. Unwanted and unloved, he is on the verge of quitting the game when

  he is thrown a lifeline by a big club in France. They find a house in Aix-en-Provence and at first struggle to adapt but within months are embracing the joy of their new lives. For Eric, it’s

  the discovery of what he knew he always had. For Sarah, it’s the smell and feel of Provence and their new way of life. The boys settle, too, and seem happy at school. Sarah has never been as

  content. It’s a new chapter. The chance to start again. And then, incredibly, it all falls apart . . .




  It happens unexpectedly, on the evening of an international game in Dublin. Sarah has returned to London to spend a few days with her mum, when a friend, whose husband, like hers, also plays for

  the Republic of Ireland, suggests they take a late flight to Dublin to ‘surprise the boys’. The game has ended when their flight from Gatwick touches down. They take a taxi to the team

  hotel and arrive to find their husbands celebrating with the manager and rest of the team in the bar. Eric seems pleased. He calls a porter and has her bags delivered to his room and suggests they

  go for a meal. They retire with their friends to the dining room. Sarah places her order and asks Eric for the key to the room. She enters the room and sits down to call her mum. There is nothing

  to worry about. Her precious boys are safely tucked in bed. She thanks her mum and swivels away from the desk, tipping over a small bin with her foot. A crumpled sheet of fax paper tumbles on to

  the carpet. She picks it up and is about to toss it back when curiosity tempts her to unravel it. The fax is from a woman. The woman is French. The woman is pregnant. The woman has just had a scan

  and is expecting a baby girl. Eric is about to become a father again.




  Shaking with rage, she storms back to the dining room and an embarrassing scene ensues. Eric pleads for calm and ushers his wife back to the room. Dismissing the affair as a brief encounter, he

  begs her forgiveness and promises never to see the other woman again. They return to France and after a few difficult weeks the relationship settles down and appears to return to normal. But behind

  Sarah’s back, Eric continues to lie and cheat. One morning, after dropping the boys at school, she returns to find a note on the kitchen table. ‘I’m sorry, Sarah. I know you will

  never understand but it was something I had to do. Eric.’ She checks the bedroom: her husband has removed his clothes. She collapses on the bed in a flood of tears, shaking with grief and

  anger. The bastard! The cruel, spineless, swine! What is to become of them? Where will they live? How will she explain it to the boys? What breed of man uproots his family from everything they know

  and abandons them in a strange land?




  I’m not sure how the story ends or what Sarah intends to call the book when it’s published. I’d like to think that, it being a work of fiction, any resemblance between its

  characters and real people is purely coincidental. I’d like to think that Michael will read it and never confuse Eric with his dad. I’d like to think he goes to school these days with

  the cuttings he gets from his nan and says ‘Told you so’ to his mates. I’d like to think he sleeps beneath my poster on his bedroom wall. I’d like to think he understands.

  But what I’d like to think and what I do think, are not the same.




  There’s a gendarme parked in the usual spot on the slip-road off the motorway. I scramble for my safety belt and sling it hastily across my waist; he smiles and waves me

  through. I take the first exit off the roundabout and the first left into Parc de Haye, where the training ground car park is almost deserted except for the manager’s Mercedes and one or two

  of the ground staff. I am early this morning, but then I am almost always early. At my age, it pays to convey enthusiasm, even when you don’t always feel it. No, at my age it is

  essential to convey enthusiasm, especially when you don’t always feel it. Just another little trick in the art of staying employed.




  Eighteen years in football. How swiftly the seasons pass. When I was just starting out at Gillingham, there was a player called Dick Tydeman who had spent most of his career at Charlton and was

  the same age, or pretty close, as I am now. Dick was in fantastic condition and still leading most of the runs and I remember sidling up to him at training one morning and marvelling at his

  enthusiasm. He looked at me and smiled and snapped his fingers: ‘Make the most of it,’ he said, ‘because it’s going to go like that. One morning you’ll wake up and

  think, “That was my football career.” ’ How right he was. Sometimes, when I look back at old photographs I hardly recognize myself. Whatever happened to Dick Tydeman? I wonder

  what he’s doing now?




  Nothing keeps me awake more at night than the fear of what happens next. A recent conversation I had with Jack Charlton is a source of recurring bad dreams.




  ‘Ah, Cassy, don’t tell me you’re still turning up,’ he smiled, when we met in the lobby of a Dublin hotel on the eve of an international. ‘What are you going to do

  after football?’




  ‘I don’t know yet, Jack,’ I replied.




  ‘What do you mean, you don’t know! You’ve been doing the same thing for eighteen years – you must have some ideas.’




  ‘No, Jack, I’m not sure.’




  ‘What about taking your coaching badge?’




  ‘Well . . . yeah . . . but I’m not sure I want to go down the football road, Jack.’




  ‘You’ve got to do something. It’s the only thing you know.’




  ‘Yeah, but not everyone wants to do what you did, Jack.’




  ‘Why not? Tell me what, then?’




  ‘Well, at the moment I’ve invested some money in a house in Tahiti and I’m trying to get that off the ground.’




  ‘A house! Tahiti! That’s not going to keep you going for more than a few months, is it? What are you going to do in the long term?’




  ‘I don’t know, Jack. Everything you’re saying makes perfect sense but at the moment I just don’t know.’




  My current contract with Nancy expires in June when, overnight, my status will change from eight-grand-a-month-superstar to unemployed. Should I keep scoring goals between now and the end of the

  season, there’s a fair chance the club will offer me an extension. And that will be the real dilemma: I don’t want another contract and I’ve had my fill of the game, but when it

  comes to the crunch, I’m not sure I’ll have the courage to turn the offer down. A former team mate called the other day and asked if I knew of anyone who could get him tickets for the

  European Championships. He earns his living these days as a corporate ticket tout. Others I have played with, former internationals, are driving delivery vans and selling cars. Year after year, you

  convince yourself there’ll be something around the corner, some opportunity you hadn’t considered, some unexpected offer from Sky television, until finally you reach the end and

  there’s nothing there.




  I step from the car and cross the gravel to the changing room, where my kit has been laid out neatly on the bench. The room is empty and hollow and peaceful. I sit for a moment and close my eyes

  in the silence, then reach for my boots and drop them on the floor. Nancy in the morning; eternal grey.










  




  Chapter Two




  Little Voice




  Doubt, it seems to me, is the central condition of a human being in the twentieth century.




  – Salman Rushdie




  The drive to Luxemburg takes seventy-five minutes. I find a space in the long-term car park, button my coat against the cold and make the short walk to the Luxair desk in the

  departures hall. A couple of businessmen travelling to Manchester for the day are standing in a queue. After checking in, I proceed directly to the departures hall and hand my passport and boarding

  pass to the stern-looking officer at the control. He flicks the passport open, glances at my face and checks it against the photograph inside. Although I have terrorized the odd defence in my time

  and was once captured by a Scottish photographer in the car park at Celtic with a balaclava on, I have never been a member of an illegal organization, but I am often subjected to scrutiny at border

  control. It’s the details they find confusing. I can tell sometimes when they check my passport that they can’t join the dots . . .




  Passport: IRELAND




  Surname: Cascarino




  Forename(s): Anthony Guy




  Date of birth: 01/Sep 1962




  Date of issue: 08/Oct 1996




  Nationality: Irish




  Place of birth: GBR




  Can an English-born Italian with an Irish passport travelling to Ireland via England really be that confusing? Well, maybe just a bit.




  It is Thursday, 11 November. After a short stop in Manchester, it is just after midday when the flight lands in Dublin. Not much confusion as to my identity here; people nod and wave as I make

  my way to the baggage hall. I collect my bag from the belt, sling it across my shoulder and exit via the blue channel at customs control. Anything to declare? Not much . . .




  

    

      1 set of car keys




      1 passport




      1 wallet




      1 mobile phone + charger




      1 toilet bag




      4 team-issue Umbro T-shirts.




      2 pairs of Adidas football (moulded and studs) boots




      1 pair of shin pads




      1 team-issue Umbro track suit




      4 pairs of socks




      4 pairs of pants




      1 magazine (FHM) purchased at Manchester airport.




      1 book (The Guv’nor by Lenny McLean)


    


  




  The Posthouse Hotel is a mile at most from the terminal. There was a time, not so long ago, when I’d take a taxi or call the shuttle, but lately I prefer to make the

  journey on foot. A sharp breeze catches my breath as I exit the terminal. I turn right past the taxi rank and walk against the traffic towards the big sweeping bend, where the friendly face of a

  former team mate stirs the memory as I turn for home. I glance towards the hotel and the bedroom we once shared and the spirit of Andy Townsend is chastizing me from the window: ‘Oi!

  It’s only a fiver by taxi, you tight git!’ I smile and look again but he is gone.




  The absence of the coach from the car park tells me the team are still training. I collect my key from reception and descend to my room, which looks as if it has just been burgled. Niall

  Quinn’s fingerprints are everywhere. The Sunderland striker has had the run of the place since Monday when, normally, I should have joined the team, but I’ve been struggling with my

  knee of late and Nancy wouldn’t release me until after we’d played (and lost) last night’s game to Monaco. I thread my way through the debris and decide to freshen up with a bath

  when Niall returns from training.




  ‘Well, if it isn’t the superstar,’ he smiles. ‘Don’t mind the rest of us – you just turn up whenever you like.’ We shake hands and chat for a while

  about the team and exchange gossip about Nancy and Sunderland. He tells me he has picked up a slight strain in his neck.




  How can a man called Tony Cascarino play football for the Republic of Ireland? Good question. Ask the punters at Stamford Bridge and they’ll say, ‘Well, ’e

  wasn’t going to play for Italy, now, was he?’ A touch cruel perhaps, but undeniably true. I did qualify to play for Italy but then I qualified to play for England and Scotland as well.

  Why did I choose the Republic of Ireland? Well, to be honest, I suppose because they chose me. I qualified for the team in 1985 under the ‘grandparents’ rule. My mother, Theresa

  O’Malley, was the youngest of four daughters born to Agnes and Michael Joseph O’Malley, a native of Westport, County Mayo, who emigrated to London in his teens. Because we were closer

  to the O’Malleys than the Cascarinos, I grew up with a strong sense of ‘Irishness’ and got to know Michael quite well when he came to live with us for a few years after Agnes

  passed away. He was old and almost blind. An earpiece connected to the radio was his umbilical cord to the outside world and time. Every day, when the news was announced at 12.30 p.m., he’d

  look at his watch and say ‘Oh, it’s twelve-thirty. Sure we’ll go and have a black and tan,’ and I’d escort him to our local, the Bull. He died in 1982, three years

  before I made my début for the Republic. Sometimes, I wonder what he would have made of it all . . .




  Chris Byrne calls at the hotel in the afternoon and I join him in the lobby for a drink. Chris is from Dublin and works for Aer Lingus and has been a friend for years. We chat

  about the game and the mood among the fans and he informs me I’ve been getting a lot of stick from the press. I smile and pretend to shrug it off but I have always been sensitive to criticism

  and it stings like a festering sore for the rest of the evening. Two years have passed since my last international goal for Ireland; I was a ‘wonderful servant to the team’ then,

  ‘a faithful old warrior still prepared to give his all’, but the tide has been turning slowly ever since. It’s the little things you notice: the kids running past you with

  autograph books; the look you get sometimes after a bad result; talk radio shows you just happen to tune into . . .




  ‘We’ve got John from Mullingar on the line. John, you want to make a point about Tony Cascarino?’




  ‘Yes, thanks, Des. I just thought he was a disgrace against Croatia, a complete waste of time! I can’t understand why McCarthy has brought him in again.’




  And the case for the defence? Well, beyond the fact that I am thirty-seven years old and still trying my best, there is none. Two years ago, I was on the verge of retiring from international

  football after we just failed to qualify for France ’98 but I decided to keep going when Ireland’s manager Mick McCarthy asked me to think about it. Still rebuilding after the Jack

  Charlton years, he didn’t have another big centre forward to call on and needed a standby targetman for Niall Quinn. I’ve won twelve caps since and come off the bench for ten of them

  but haven’t complained. Physically, I can’t do it for ninety minutes any more – I play these days in fits and spurts. And maybe I was wrong to hang on and should have let go but I

  am one goal short of the all-time scoring record, and, like the boxer who passes his sell-by date, you always think you can do it one more time. But I won’t this time. This week, we play

  Turkey at Lansdowne Road and again four days later in Bursa, to decide who gets to travel to the European Championships next summer. Win, lose or draw, I won’t be travelling with them. John

  from Mullingar can sleep easily. This is my last week with the team.




  I wake at eight on the morning of the game, splash some water on my face and tiptoe out of the room. Niall is sleeping; Niall is always sleeping; Niall sleeps more than anyone

  I’ve ever known. I joke sometimes that rooming with him is like rooming with a big baby. ‘Right, Niall, I’ll change your nappy and give you your bottle and put you down and then

  feed you again first thing in the morning.’ It’s a notion that always makes him laugh, but it’s true.




  The breakfast room is deserted except for Mick Byrne, the team physio; Charlie O’Leary, the team kit man; Tony Hickey, the team bodyguard; Ian Evans, the assistant team manager; and Alan

  McLoughlin, the only player up. It’s funny, but I must have breakfasted with Alan on every morning of every trip since he joined the squad nine years ago. And yet, despite the fact that we

  are both early risers and ideally suited, we’ve never shared a room. When reminded of this, he jokes that we will have to set it right next time, knowing that there may not be a next time. If

  we don’t beat Turkey, Alan also intends to call it a day.




  After breakfast, we sit and chat and scan the morning papers. A massive earthquake measuring 7.2 on the Richter scale has rocked north-west Turkey, killing hundreds . . . Andrea Curry, an Irish

  aid volunteer, has died in a plane crash near Kosovo . . . The IRA has set a deadline to hand over some weapons . . . the popstar Gary Glitter has been jailed for four months for downloading child

  pornography on the Internet . . . the singer Shane Lynch of Boyzone is in trouble with the National Parents Association for swearing at the MTV awards . . . and Mick McCarthy has named his team for

  the big game at Lansdowne Road: Alan Kelly, Stephen Carr, Gary Breen, Kenny Cunningham, Denis Irwin, Rory Delap, Lee Carsley, Roy Keane, Kevin Kilbane, Niall Quinn and Robbie Keane. I am listed

  among the subs. Mark Lawrenson, whose column in the Irish Times I always read, thinks it a positive selection: ‘If Kilbane can get forward and Delap can leave space for Carr, the

  visitors can be put under serious pressure out on the flanks. If that happens Niall Quinn, who is playing as well these days as I have ever seen him play, can be even more of a problem for the

  Turks.’ All a little too highbrow for the tabloids, who, predictably, see the game as a simple case of ‘stuffing the turkey’.
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