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To tell you the story of a season I should probably start at the beginning, but to give the whole thing some kind of context, I really have to start at the end.
 

The end of every season is the same, whether it results in glory, failure or mid-table obscurity, there is only one thing on my mind: holidays. We’ve learnt over the years not to book a holiday in the first two weeks immediately after the season. Why? Because all I do is sleep. I’m sure many people are aware of this phenomenon – where your body seems to shut down when you get a break after a particularly hectic period – and I know it hits most of my team-mates, too. When the season stops, I don’t simply have a few lie-ins – I can barely stay awake for most of the day.
 

Everyone has experienced this feeling in some form or another: mums, dads, businessmen and women the world over. When you have had a really busy time in your life, when you have been working intensely or rushing about all day for a sustained period of time, you don’t notice how tired your body is. Somehow you just get through it, because your focus is on the task at hand. It is only when you stop to take a breather, allow your body and mind to switch off, that the fatigue engulfs you. All those ailments that you’ve batted away for that period just annihilate you and your brain turns to mush, unable to process the simplest of demands. The rigours of a football season aren’t just physically demanding; there’s an intensity to it all that drains you mentally and emotionally.
 

Looking back over a team’s campaign can paint a picture that in no way reflects the truth. Let’s take Northampton Town in the 2011-12 season, for example. From the outside, it looks as though it was a tough start to the year and the club were in a difficult position over Christmas – on New Year’s Day the side was at the very bottom of the Football League and were still bumping along at the foot of the table at the start of March – but they achieved safety (if that can be described as an ‘achievement’) relatively comfortably, thanks to a run of one defeat in nine, which enabled the team to get away with picking up only three points from the last six games.
 

The reality of being a part of that side was completely different. A team rarely achieves safety when they are bottom of the pile at the turn of the year, and this overriding notion affected everybody’s view of what the club could accomplish. Week after week, the press questions were based around this Green Mile that we were walking, and the pressure to produce results was huge. The manager, Aidy Boothroyd, tried to deflect as much of it as he could, fielding responsibility for the situation and results front of house, but in the dressing room it was impossible to avoid the icy tentacles of Conference football that were wrapping around our ankles.
 

It affected almost everything we did. All week we would hope that Saturday would be the day that our form changed. In those circumstances, it is so hard to smile and have fun in training, because the air of impending doom is all around. I know this sounds dramatic, but you have to comprehend the number of lives that relegation affects, especially from league football to non-league.
 

This isn’t just a question of player pride and stains on reputations (although they are the primary considerations for a player); there are the jobs of the manager, coaching staff, office staff, groundsmen and cleaners that are under threat. There’s the impact on the club’s academy, as it would have to reduce the amount of coaches, sessions and therefore opportunity for the local youngsters. There’s the impact on secondary and tertiary businesses, such as sponsors, companies that benefit from match-day foot traffic, schools and community projects that have been endorsed by the club and received support through player visits. All of this is at stake, and the responsibility rests on the shoulders of 11 men who take to the pitch on a Saturday afternoon.
 

When a player is fighting to avoid relegation, a loss can bring such lows that they are inevitably taken home with you, affecting the dynamic in your own house; while wins don’t bring the contrasting highs that you would hope because the outcome of the season is far from certain. In the end, it is the final league position that will distinguish between success and failure, not the result of a single game.
 

So, having been through that experience for the entire time I’d been at Northampton, having joined them on loan at the end of January, it is no exaggeration that I was completely buggered when last season finished and I happily let my body fall into its annual post-traumatic, catatonic state.
 

When I eventually came round, we headed out in search of some sun and relaxation. Our destination was a family resort in Greece. The children are a little older now, so it’s easier to amuse them on aeroplanes and a late night here or there doesn’t have disastrous consequences, which meant we could be a little less particular about flights and times. I adore this part of the year for one simple reason: I get to be with my family, uninterrupted, 24/7. Switching off from the rest of the world is bliss at times, especially when you can immerse yourself in your kids and their excitement levels are off the scale. As parents, we always want to find the best resort we can afford, in the nicest part of the world, with the bluest sea, clearest sky and the tastiest food. However, when we get there we soon realise that our kids just want a swimming pool, an inflatable dolphin and ice-cream. They know there is no other time of the year when they can have ice-cream before lunch, and boy do they milk it.
 

For the most part of my career, my holidays have been along these lines. I was a young father, my eldest daughter Francesca being born back in 1999 when I was 19 years old. This meant that my only taste of a ‘lads’ holiday’ came at the end of my apprenticeship with Blackpool FC. Twelve young men from the seaside embarked on a journey that is imaginatively remembered as ‘Tenerife ’98’. If I was to go away with any of the boys now, I know that three nights is plenty for a drinking holiday, four gives you a job on your hands, and five means you are coming home in an absolute ‘two and eight’.
 

Our youthful exuberance and utter naivety saw us book a 14-night stay at Columbus Aparthotel on the edge of Veronicas Strip, the party central of Playa de las Americas in Tenerife. We were earning either £37.50 or £42.50 a week as YTS lads, so we weren’t rich, but you didn’t need to be when you could buy a one-litre bottle of San Miguel for 190 pesetas and a full English breakfast was 360 pesetas. Just like my kids with their ice-cream, my excitement was off the scale because I knew that this was the only time of the year when I could drink a bottle of San Miguel for breakfast, and boy did I milk it.
 

This was probably one of my first battles with bravado. The night was a success if you got completely banjoed and managed to pull a delectable young lady – even better if she was flying home the next day, because that saved the awkward conversations by the pool the following morning when you both realised just how dark it had been in Soul Train. There were only two of us who managed to go out every night – Steve Longworth (Longy) and myself, and I think Ian Dickinson (Dicko) managed 13 nights. Longy and I are both Leyland lads, and we actually saw it as a badge of honour that we had done the full stint. The fact that we were both skint and ended up mine-sweeping in Bobby’s and Busby’s on the final two nights only added to the sense of achievement. I vaguely remember playing in a five-a-side tournament put on by Lineker’s bar there too. We put two teams in and one of them won, so we ended up parading our prize – a crate of beer – around the pool like it was the Jules Rimet trophy itself.
 

But as a professional footballer, even when you’re on holiday you can’t switch off fully. We’re in Greece, it’s 36 degrees and there’s not a wisp of cloud in the sky. However, I’ve got my shorts and trainers on, heart-rate monitor with mapping watch (a freebie from Garmin that I managed to scrounge – owt for nowt and I’m there with my wheelbarrow) and off I go running down the dusty roads of Halkidiki. Truth be told, I could quite easily go to the privacy of the air-conditioned gym, but secretly I love it. I could also wear a vest or any kind of top, but I want people to see my tattoos. Narcissistic, I know, but there’s no point in lying. Every year, from Tenerife to Dubai, Corfu to Florida, you’ll see me running the streets half-naked and making out like it’s one of the drawbacks of the job. Thinking about it, it’s probably my way of compensating for being a ‘non-famous’ footballer. Seeing me doing this generally prompts intrigue among fellow holiday makers, who will enquire about what this crazy man is doing running the streets in such heat. I will be forced to tell them that I play football, but obviously as coyly and unassuming as possible.
 

This is always a moment that can bring conflicting emotions and responses. The majority of people are intrigued and excited: ‘Wow, that’s amazing!’ they will say. But then comes the downside with the question that inevitably follows: ‘Are you famous?’
 

Obviously not . . .
 

It’s a moment that ensures I never get too carried away with myself, but one that I’ve learnt to brush off after playing outside the Premier League for the majority of my career. I know that my response can be determined by my state of mind at the time. When I’m feeling low or insecure, I’ll tell them: ‘I’ve played in the Premier League with . . .’ or even just go straight to: ‘I was at Leeds United’, because everyone’s heard of Leeds, even if they did capitulate and tumble down to the third tier, and have taken a while to emerge from the ashes. This time round, I am definitely already starting to question my validity as a pro, because there isn’t a mention of Northampton, and I tell people I am a Burnley player. It is strictly true, as I’d been with the Cobblers on loan, while earlier in the season I’d been loaned out to Preston North End.
 

I am a highly competitive person, and even more so when I’m on my own. Some people need other people to run against, others need a clock; I just need my head. Even when I’m supposed to be going for an easy jog my head will berate me: ‘You can run faster than this. Who are you kidding? You’re only cheating yourself. I bet you can’t beat your record.’
 

I pile on all this pressure, yet I’m only supposed to be jogging. However, as bad as this may be for structured training, these solo pre-pre-season sessions are hugely beneficial. Invariably I return from holidays in great shape, having annoyed Mrs C with a disciplined diet of salad and fish, run myself into the ground in sweltering temperatures and had a high caffeine intake to increase my metabolism – or that’s my theory anyway.
 

But this time in Halkidiki, not even halfway through my 40-minute run, the voice that usually taunts and cajoles me to the finishing line says something completely different: ‘Really?’
 

‘Really what?’
 

‘Are you going to do this again? Really?’
 

I am shocked. For all the times that I’ve struggled in football, all the tough seasons, exhausting pre-seasons and holidays that become pre-pre-seasons, I’ve never questioned whether I wanted to do it. My desire was never in doubt, it was just a question of doing what was needed to get me through the current situation. But, for the first time in my career, I am questioning how much I really wanted it. It is the first sign that I might want to retire.
 

As I try to analyse this thought, I remember the first time I saw a player give up on the game. Squires Gate in Blackpool has never been the most illustrious of training grounds. You’re alongside the runway of Blackpool airport, getting deafened at regular intervals by the increasing air traffic (especially since they started running cheap flights to Marbella) and getting whipped by a vicious combination of the Irish Sea breeze and the horizontal rain that it sweeps in off the coast. That being said, it was my first and only professional training ground, so to me it was everything.
 

Nigel Worthington was the manager and his assistant was the inimitable Mick Hennigan. Mick’s desire for football was only surpassed by his disgust at the modern pro’s lack of love for the game in comparison. He was so enthusiastic and very old school. He refused to call a loanee or trialist by their name, referring to them only as their club of origin. It seems strange but it actually fitted his style and demeanour. I still don’t know whether his calling one player ‘Aston Vanilla’ was a genuine mistake or a blatant show of dislike for the lad.
 

It was the beginning of the 1999-00 season and we were tanking around Squires Gate as usual. Suddenly, halfway through a fartlek run, there came a deep groan from somewhere near the back of the group: ‘What the fuck am I doing?’
 

Looking round, I saw David Bardsley stop, walk to his car and drive off. He eventually came back and saw out the rest of that season, but it was to be his last. Apparently, when it’s time to retire you just know, and I suddenly fear I may have hit that point.
 

I am 32 years of age, I’ve been a professional for 15 years now, and, for a guy of moderate ability, I’m delighted with what I’ve achieved in the game. Exactly three years ago, I was basking in the glory of victory in the Championship play-off final and, not only that, I was Man of the Match at Wembley. I would have run across the Gobi Desert to get fit that summer of 2009 to be ready for the Premier League season that ensued, but that carrot was a distant memory. What am I really running for now?
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What is it with the British weather? No matter what the Met Office predicts, there never seems to be any kind of summer period. Spoilt by the glorious Greek sunshine, we returned to a typical June in Yorkshire: it’s raining, windy and barely into double figures at midday. As disappointing as that was for the tan lines, it was fantastic weather to run the streets of West Yorkshire. I don my Ripponden Harriers gear (wearing a vest this time – I’m not mad) and set out on my favourite trails.
 

There are times on these runs that the scenery just blows you away. Once you get away from the beaten track, away from the buzz of the M62 and all the 4x4s belonging to the countryside commuters, there are moments when I look around in awe. The rolling hills and expansive moors are a genuine sight to behold. The moment soon passes, though. As I pump my veteran legs one in front of the other up some disgusting inclines, my heartbeat starts to thunder in my ears. A metallic taste from my overworked lungs starts to rise in my throat, as the lactate begins to course through my veins.
 

I’m desperately seeking the crest of the hill, knowing that once I get there it is downhill all the way, still three miles to home, but downhill nevertheless. Why on earth am I running up these ridiculous hills? My stride has become a step and anyone watching me would be forgiven for thinking I was taking a leisurely stroll, if it wasn’t for the award-winning gurn on my face and the sudden attack of the Radcliffes on my head. Finally, I reach the top and my stride starts to lengthen. It’s only the natural effect of gravity when running on a decline, but it still manipulates the mind into thinking that the body is strong. My heart rate settles to a manageable 168 and my mind can return to normal thought.
 

I am currently facing a choice between playing for Northampton Town, the team I had helped to narrowly avoid relegation from the Football League, or Burton Albion. The club where Nigel Clough began his managerial career had barely escaped from the same precarious position as Northampton, finishing three places above us in 17th position. Not only that, the remuneration that was on offer from both clubs meant we would be falling off a financial cliff.
 

Now don’t get me wrong; Northampton’s offer of £1500 per week is an excellent income in general terms, and it dwarfed Burton’s £800 per week, but when you’ve been on £8000 per week the season before, it was going to be a hit. I knew that this day would come, when the natural curve of a player’s income would take a downward turn, but I had always expected it to be a curve, not a vertical line. My wife and I had set our target for this contract to be £2500 a week. It was a figure that would ensure we could pay all the bills that were coming in, and still be eligible for the mortgage on a property we were looking to buy. I thought it was a realistic figure, especially when I considered what I should already have had in place for this season. However, the last campaign hadn’t gone to plan.
 

Leaving Preston North End early hurt me in two ways: it hurt my pride and it hurt my employment security. I had signed a season-long loan with Preston at the beginning of the 2011-12 season. Eddie Howe was my manager at Burnley and he told me that I would not be playing for them that campaign. He said that he was looking to build a squad of players who were mostly in their mid-twenties, and he also explained that he would not be renewing my contract at the end of the year, either.
 

I was almost in tears on the other side of the desk. A couple of months earlier, after Burnley had just missed out on a play-off place the season after being relegated from the Premier League, we had discussed the possibility of a new contract and I had been under the impression that I was definitely a part of Eddie’s plans. This apparent U-turn was so painful that I didn’t have the wherewithal to react. I calmly wished Eddie the best of luck for the new season, jumped in my car and drifted home in a haze of uncertainty.
 

Burnley was, without doubt, the best, most successful, most enjoyable and closest-knit club that I have ever been at. As players we had risen from Championship relegation favourites to the heights of the Premier League, all via a League Cup semi-final against Tottenham Hotspur and the most monumental day at Wembley. Our wives had formed a friendship that I haven’t seen at any other club before or since, and we all felt comfortable in each other’s company. I didn’t want to hear this news.
 

What made it even worse was that Eddie didn’t even want me to come back for pre-season. He said that I could if I wanted, and I could do what I wanted, but I would no longer be required to attend. What had I done that meant I wasn’t even wanted around the place? I don’t think I’m a bad egg. I am not unprofessional around the club, and I don’t badmouth people or sit on the bitter bus, so I didn’t understand why I was being kept at arm’s length. I tried to be a good example to the younger pros at the club and, if anything I did wasn’t becoming of a professional, I made sure to let them know. I spent so much time with lads such as Adam Kay, Alex MacDonald and Jay Rodriguez, all of whom I have a great fondness for and huge admiration of their ability. The club knew that they could trust me, and that I would bring anything to the table and do all I could to help and guide the younger ones. I felt that surely my input in that regard was worth keeping around a football club. It really was the worst way to have to leave a club: unwanted.
 

It’s in the nature of a football career that players leave clubs for many different reasons, and it’s actually very rare that it is down to personal choice. When I left Blackpool back in May 2000, I was being sold from a Division 3 club (we had just been relegated from Division 2) to a Division 1 side. Not only that, but I was going to Queens Park Rangers, a team that had relatively recently been relegated from the Premier League and were tipped for a swift return. This type of move fills you with joy, excitement, anticipation and a great deal of anxiety. How will I settle? Will I be good enough? Will the players rate and accept me? Ultimately, though, the overriding feeling is one of achievement and hope. To know that your qualities have been watched, assessed and deemed sufficient enough for a club to spend a quarter of a million pounds on you is immensely satisfying, as is the increase in salary. I went from earning £26,000 a year to £125,000 a year, and boy did I enjoy it!
 

That move happened after the end of the season, so I never went back in to Blackpool. I didn’t call my team-mates to say goodbye, go for one last night out or have any kind of leaving party, I just upped and left. Knowing what I do now, I would have done things slightly differently, but there is a distinct lack of appreciation of what a club and its staff have done for you when you’re that age. At 20 years old, I was drawn to the lights of London and the allure of potential success like a moth to a lamp, and I dizzied myself around that town’s perpetual glow for four years, but more of that later.
 

A footballer can leave a club for a number of personal reasons, too. You often see this when an overseas player fails to settle in this country and he gets homesick, missing the safety net of family, friends and familiar surroundings. This very same notion can happen with British-born players moving to a different region. Oftentimes London lads can’t cope with the slower-paced life out in the sticks, and even more common is the situation where it is the other way round. It was the fast-paced 24/7 lifestyle of London that I couldn’t cope with, generally due to my inability to say no to a pint or a party. I found the constant temptation of London’s West End a little overwhelming. I felt that I needed to move back up north, closer to my family network, in order to fully implement a recovery programme from the difficulties I got myself into.
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Another reason people end up moving is when they just don’t see eye to eye with the manager. A football club is like any other workplace; the likelihood of you and your boss getting on is a veritable lottery. Even when a manager buys a player, and so he is ‘his’ purchase, unless they’ve worked together before it’s impossible to know whether their personalities, egos or opinions will clash.
 

I have worked under 13 different managers in my time in football, and that sort of clash happened only once. The man in question was Kevin Blackwell at Leeds United. On leaving Queens Park Rangers in 2004, I couldn’t have wished for a better opportunity than to join Leeds. What a huge club! I was gobsmacked by the ground, the training facilities and the ardent support of their fans. I hadn’t seen the likes of any of these before in my career.
 

I flew back from Tenerife halfway through a family holiday as soon as I received the phone call. I had made my decision to leave QPR, even though they had offered me a fantastic contract to stay. A four-year deal on over £4000 per week would have been utterly amazing at the time, but my decision was based on personal welfare, not financial gain. Just how much that was the case can be shown by the fact that Kevin Blackwell offered me £2500 per week and sternly told me that there was no room for manoeuvre. He also gave me a dressing-down about my drinking and told me that no one else would touch me with a barge pole; he made out as though he was doing me a favour.
 

As it happened, I had the offer from QPR and I had also spoken to Neil Warnock at Sheffield United. They had offered an identical figure to Leeds, and I must admit that I found Warnock an altogether more personable guy. However, having set my stall out to move up north and been given two phenomenal options, there was only ever one winner. Leeds had been relegated from the Premier League that season, and had been in the Champions League semi-final as recently as 2001 – this was a huge club and I was desperate to be a part of that.
 

The year that I spent at Leeds was a taste of big-club football, but also a taste of big-club egos. There were some attitudes at the club that stank to high heaven. Given the financial troubles that the club faced at that time, perhaps Blackwell wanted to give the fans and everyone associated with Leeds some hope when he declared himself in the press as ‘the saviour’. But really that was the moment when alarm bells should have started ringing. We had a laugh about it in the dressing room, because we thought he was way out of his depth in the situation he found himself in.
 

Blackwell was certainly an immensely qualified coach, having worked under the likes of Warnock and Peter Reid. However, this was his first managerial role, having been the assistant manager the previous season, and it would have been a huge challenge even for a much more experienced man. Unfortunately, he did not have the wherewithal to deal with such strong characters as Paul Butler, Sean Gregan, Gary Kelly, Michael Duberry and Seth Johnson among others. Even the young pros such as Matthew Kilgallon seemingly had him ‘on toast’.
 

It wasn’t the fact that he didn’t have the full respect of the changing room that riled me, though, as that can take time – especially for someone who has been promoted from within, as both sides get used to the new roles. What annoyed me more was that as far as I was concerned he came across as discourteous, arrogant and over-confident. There’s no doubt that you need a certain level of grandiosity and presence to manage a club like Leeds, but that doesn’t mean you should be tactless to others – especially some of the support staff. The kitman, Sean Harvey, was one of the best and hardest working kitmen I have had the pleasure of working with, but he often appeared to get the treatment for little obvious reason. Physio Alan Sutton is possibly the nicest man you could meet, and had been at the club for aeons, but he was regularly hauled over by the boss. Sometimes we would be in the middle of an excellent training session and he would interrupt things by saying to his coach: ‘No, no, no. This isn’t what I want. Go over and take the kids.’
 

If it was meant to impress the players that Blackwell was now in charge, it often had the opposite effect. Despite all this, and the problems the club faced, he was initially quite popular with the fans and we ended up in mid-table in the Championship after his first campaign. But the final straw for me came in the 2005-06 pre-season. After being told by the lads that Blackwell had held a meeting in which he had stated that I would never play for Leeds again, I started to look for a new club. When the first day of training came around, he told me that he had said no such thing and all 36 lads were mistaken. So back to training I went and was feeling very good. We were doing a skills session one hot July day when Sean Gregan volleyed the ball away on the whistle.
 

‘Go and get it, Clarke,’ said Blackwell, so I started to walk over.
 

‘Fucking quicker,’ he added, so I broke into a boxer’s jog or ‘bobble’ as it’s known.
 

‘When I say run, you fucking run,’ he bellowed.
 

‘I am running,’ I replied.
 

‘You need to do as I say. You fucking owe me. I saved your career!’
 

‘You what? You didn’t save anything.’
 

‘I saved you bringing you here, if you don’t like it then fuck off.’
 

So I did. I walked straight back to the dressing rooms. He shouted something to me from across the pitch but I didn’t turn around, I just threw him the bird, high over my head, and carried on walking. Anyone who knows me will tell you that I am not a man for confrontation, and do anything to avoid it, but I had had enough and knew it was time to move on.
 

As luck would have it, only two years later I came across Blackwell again, when I was on loan at Luton Town while recovering from a long-term injury. He came in to replace the sacked Mike Newell and there weren’t two unhappier people in the whole of Luton than myself and Matthew Spring, who had also been privy to his antics at Leeds. I must say that he was a completely different animal for the remaining three weeks that I was there. He greeted me like we were long-lost friends and seemed to listen and value my opinion. I was astonished, but I know that people can change – after all, I have changed a lot myself over the years. Too much too soon is a phrase often applied to players who move to big clubs, but I think it can also apply to managers. Maybe the Leeds job was too large a mantle for him as his first full-time appointment and he learnt much from it. I hope so, and certainly the signs were that he had.
 

The greatest outcome of my time at Leeds was that I met my next manager, Aidy Boothroyd, the coach who the players felt was being undermined by Blackwell. Before that season was out, he was given a fantastic chance as manager at Watford, taking up the reins in March 2005. A few months later, with my career at Leeds clearly over, the club had given me permission to talk to Stoke City. While I was on my way down to speak to them, Aidy called: ‘Don’t sign anything, just come and talk to us first.’
 

If it hadn’t been him, and if we hadn’t spent the last year cursing together, I wouldn’t have even made the trip, but it was, and I am glad that I did. We went on to win promotion to the Premier League that season and, by some beautiful twist of fate, we beat Kevin Blackwell and Leeds United in the play-off final at the Millennium Stadium. I wish I could say that I was gracious in victory, but I can’t. I sprinted over to Blackwell at the final whistle, shook his hand and whispered ‘fuck you’ in his ear. It really shouldn’t have been as enjoyable as it was.
 

Another reason a player leaves a club – and it is probably the hardest to deal with – is because the manager simply doesn’t appear to rate you. This was the case I faced with Eddie Howe at Burnley, and it was something that had happened to me only once before. It happened, oddly enough, when Aidy let me go from Watford because he said I was too slow. He told me that while my colleagues in the centre of defence may have made more mistakes than I did, they at least had the pace to rectify them. At 28 years of age, this was the first time I’d been told that I wasn’t good enough.
 

I was supposedly in the prime of my life, at the peak of my career, but apparently not. It really hurt me. I even started to think about retirement, about re-education and new opportunities. Most of all, I started to judge myself. I let Aidy’s opinion about my footballing ability define me as a person. I was quiet, morose and moody around the house. I dwelled on what I’d achieved in the game, on what might have been and what the hell the future had in store. I was low, especially because this was a judgement that came from someone I liked and respected; had it come from someone else where the relationship was less warm, it would have been easier to dismiss.
 

But my despair changed one August night when I reported to Vicarage Road for a League Cup first round tie. The gaffer pulled me aside and told me he’d accepted an offer from Burnley. He didn’t want me to play in the game just in case I got injured and I was free to go. I turned around, got in the car and drove up to East Lancashire the next morning. When I got there, manager Steve Cotterill didn’t mess about.
 

‘Clarkey, this is all I’m offering. I can’t do any more, we’re not a rich club but we’re a good club.’
 

Little did he know that the offer of three years on £5000, £5500 then £6000 per week was far and away the best contract of my career to that point. I would happily have signed for much less. Lancashire is my home county, we could split the difference between there and Leeds (where Mrs C hails from) and buy a property nearby. What was more, I had the offer of regular football and I was coming home to roost. In fact, I was about to embark on the most fruitful period of my career, and the best was yet to come.
 

The difference between then and now, as I consider my options between Northampton and Burton, is that I no longer have time on my side. I know that I am on the wrong side of 30 and that my ability is deteriorating with age. The industry is beginning to tighten its purse strings and squad sizes are smaller, contracts are shorter and salaries are lower. Even my own faith in my ability to prove yet another manager wrong is dwindling, so why would anyone else believe in me? I could hang around for the last year of my contract and see if Eddie Howe gets binned, but it’s highly unlikely. Burnley is a very stable club. Managers aren’t removed on a whim like at so many other places. Plus, my stock would be even lower if I spent a year in the wilderness doing nothing. I am not the type of guy who can just sit around and pick up a wage. I need to be wanted, I need to be appreciated and I need to play.
 

Once the decision was made to leave Burnley in the summer of 2011, there was no leaving do or farewell send-off. The nature of the industry is that players come and go on a regular basis. There is very little sentiment involved when a team-mate moves on. If the change occurs during the course of the season, then a player might come in and say his goodbyes with hugs and handshakes all round. Generally, however, when you go to speak to another club, you sign for them that day, which means that you have to report to training with your new team-mates the next day. There’s no time to be sentimental, it’s straight down to work. The majority of the guys you were playing with the day before will never be spoken to again, and that’s just how it is.
 

When Phil Brown called me and asked to meet for a chat, I jumped at the chance. The last time I had met him face to face was as a 16-year-old kid. I was playing for Blackpool ‘A’ team at the weekend and Phil was Sam Allardyce’s assistant with the first team. Ever since then, he has emerged from Sam’s shadow and was front and centre of Hull’s promotion to the Premier League. I’d had no direct contact with him, so, like many others, my main points of reference were his on-pitch dressing-down of Hull at half time and his serenade of the Hull fans the season they stayed up in the Premier League. Furthermore, he has that all-year tan that smacks of the electric beach and has a level of confidence that a lot of people cannot handle.
 

With all this in mind, I was expecting to have a meeting with a bar of Dairy Milk. (When someone loves themselves so much that they would eat themselves, we refer to them as chocolate, and that is what I was expecting to sit across from me at the Turnpike in Ripponden.) What I actually met was so impressive that I felt a tad guilty about my pre-conception. Phil Brown is a confident man. He is confident in his ability, he is assured about his destination and he is determined in his approach. He talked to me incisively about the state of me, my career, Preston North End and their predicament. He spoke with conviction about how he would change that and, crucially, he listened to my opinions on all of the above. I drove home flabbergasted that I could be so wrong about someone, so much so that Gem wouldn’t even believe me when I told her. That said, I had sufficient experience of football to know that a man is defined by his actions, so I would have to see if he could fulfil his words, but whatever the case he is an outstanding orator.
 

I was so convinced by his pitch that not only did I sign a season-long loan, I also signed a pre-contract agreement that would see me stay at Preston for a year after the loan, on a wage of £4000 per week. I didn’t actually need ‘convincing’ per se, to sign for Preston. It was my hometown club and many of my schoolmates had been going to Deepdale for years. It had been a source of constant ridicule that I had played for Blackpool. Perhaps because of that, the M55 derby was invariably when I played my best games for Blackpool. Not only did I want to silence my mates in the Town End, but I also wanted to punish my local club for never seemingly showing an interest in me. The moment they did, however, I jumped at the chance and left all chants of ‘Sea-Sea-Sea-siders’ way behind.
 

The 2011-12 campaign at Preston started extremely well. Phil Brown had really bought into the military mentality, after a pre-season jaunt with the Commandos. Each month was given a mission title like ‘Operation Sandbag’, and he made a 10ft banner with images of the guys toiling up dunes with 20kg bags on their backs, hoping to garner the spirit and determination that was required to complete that task and apply it to the forthcoming fixtures. While we were winning it was great: morale was high and Phil and his assistant, Brian Horton (affectionately known as Nobby), were all smiles.
 

It all started to unravel one Saturday down at Leyton Orient. We were on an unbelievable run – we’d recorded seven wins in a row to push ourselves up towards the top of the League 1 table. Iain Hume and Neil Mellor were flying up top, being pushed all the way by Jamie Proctor. Paul Coutts and Danny Mayor were supplying the ammo, while Graham ‘Grezza’ Alexander, Craig Morgan and I were the defensive steel. Then we were beaten 2-1 at Brisbane Road, deservedly so, but after our recent form I didn’t feel there was any need to panic. Nobby, on the other hand, thought otherwise.
 

He lost it in the dressing room, effing and blinding and waving his notes around like a composer’s baton. I don’t mind a bit of fire every now and again, but I think it has to be constructive. This is something that was very much missing from Nobby’s dressing-down. This was shit, that was shit and it seemed that the fault lay entirely with anyone under 20 years of age. I hate it when managers and coaches do this. Sometimes they justifiably feel the need to shout at people, but perhaps they don’t have the balls to nail the senior players. Instead, they’ll go overboard on a seemingly trivial mistake by a younger player and skim over the senior player’s contribution.
 

It has to be the other way around in my opinion. I was 32 years old at the time and had played nearly 500 games, while Grezza had played over 1000 games, so if you are going to scream and shout, do it at us! We can take it, we can extrapolate the information from the tirade instead of just feeling the emotional barrage like a lot of younger players do. The ironic thing is that the manager/coach would actually gain more respect if they did nail a senior pro and call them to task. All players want is honesty. We know when we’ve been good, we know when we’ve been crap, just be honest and fair and we’ll be the same back.
 

Whatever the intention, it didn’t work: we picked up just one point from our next nine games. For some reason, our whole training regime descended into some kind of lucky dip. We embarked on three of the worst sessions of my career. The first was when we had to run the steps of the stadium.
 

Phil brought us in on a Sunday morning after a defeat and decided to punish us for it. Under the guise of ‘mental strength’, he sent us up and down every step in Deepdale. I hadn’t done a session like it since 1997, and that’s because it’s ridiculous. We had another game in two days, but that was immaterial. ‘Tiredness is a state of mind,’ he told us, which it can be, but muscle fatigue is a scientific fact, which is what my calves and hamstrings told me in a far louder and more convincing voice. We completed the task like we always did, but the morale of the squad took a severe hit.
 

If that wasn’t bad enough, a week later we found ourselves Greco-Roman wrestling on mats at our Springfields training ground. Led by our psychological guru Mike Farrell, a guy who had been working with Wigan Warriors and someone I really liked as a person, we started throwing each other around the gym. Footballers really are like lemmings. For all of the murmurs and grumblings of discontent, we just do as we’re told and, due to the basic competitive nature that is ubiquitous among footballers, we do it to win. No surprise then when our goalkeeper, Ian Turner, broke his toes. I wondered how the club would reveal the circumstances under which such a huge blow was dealt to the squad. A ‘training injury’ just didn’t cut it for us, but apparently was sufficient for prying ears.
 

With combat sports taken out of the equation, but with plenty of aggression seemingly needing to be vented, we went where no other session had taken me before: punching inanimate objects. In pairs and standing either side of a ruddy great big tractor tyre, we had to punch it one-handed and knock the thing over. Ludicrous! Having said that, I took great delight in being undefeated at the task, but that doesn’t take away from how terrible the session was. In between these sessions, Phil and Nobby’s moods seemed to veer wildly: one day there would be smiles, the next day frowns, the next would be silent treatment and after that, well, who knew.
 

They left the club shortly after, which I was unhappy about. Even if the reality of working under Phil Brown didn’t completely match the sales pitch, there were signs that it was possible to get there. We had enough good players in the squad to be successful, but injuries to Iain Hume and Neil Mellor had been a major contributory factor to the downturn in our form, and their imminent return would have been a huge shot in the arm. On top of that, I always believe a manager should be given at least one full season. Unless the club is rooted to the foot of the table and well adrift, there is always time and opportunity for things to turn around, especially if you’ve seen it work already.
 

With the rumour mill going crazy about the vacancy, the players’ choice (or at least this player’s choice) was Graham Alexander. He took temporary charge with David Unsworth and there was a palpable shift in atmosphere around the place. Both guys were respected by the squad for their playing prowess, and both seemed to have a philosophy about the managerial side of the game that we could buy into.
 

Instead, the job went to a man who I knew little about: Graham Westley. He had a good record with his previous club, Stevenage Borough, taking them from non-league to League 1 in four years, which was an outstanding achievement. The stories we’d heard about his methods were a little disconcerting, however. One or two of those who had played for him described him as a dictatorial leader who trains his players from nine to five. They believed he was more concerned about how much you can bench-press rather than your passing stats. Despite the stories, I decided to go into this new regime with an open mind to see what lay in store.
 

When a new manager enters a club, the first impression he creates is of great importance, especially if he doesn’t have a big profile that precedes him. The players want to feel that he is the right man to lead them to victory, someone who knows what he is talking about and who will inspire the team to move forward together, conquering all in our way. It may sound a little idealistic, and perhaps it conjures images of some great war-cry or Al Pacino’s speech in Any Given Sunday, but it’s true: the squad needs to be convinced and the first meeting goes a long way to determining how quickly that will happen.
 

GW (as he referred to himself in his text messages) was due to take control on the Monday, but introduced himself to the squad on the Saturday before the game. We were all called into the Invincibles Players’ Lounge at 12.30 and told to await the new manager’s arrival. The rumour was that Westley had been appointed, but a lot of us refused to believe it, mainly because we’d heard about his working week and hoped to avoid that. Then GW strode into the room along with his assistant, Dino Maamria, and addressed the lads. I really liked what he had to say. His ethos sounded good, his reasoning was logical and his record was successful. Then, in one statement, it all came crumbling down.
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