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WARM UP
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Before he was everyone’s, he was mine.
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During his years in Milan, the media nicknamed the manager L’oracolo. He was a footballing savant – it was said he could visualise a full ninety minutes entirely in his mind, each moving cog in the beautiful machine.

There were two weeks remaining before our pre-season tour and I had been summoned to the manager’s office for a favour. With a reserved smile, L’oracolo gestured for me to take a seat, indicating that he would need a moment before we could begin.

The manager’s hair was notably thinning and he had begun to round at the middle, his ageing body flattered by fine Italian tailoring. This was a man who exuded authority, justly earned through decades at the highest level of the game. Above his bookshelves, a newly framed print: the final day of our previous season; fans swarming the pitch as we confirmed our survival. While I absent-mindedly inspected his photos and the spines of his books, the manager typed dramatically at his keyboard, before turning the laptop to me, showing a serious, but handsome teenage face.

‘This boy from Monaco, he is the one for us,’ L’oracolo said, tapping the screen for emphasis. ‘It is true what they say about him. The things he can do. What he is capable of.’

‘What is it they say?’ I asked, reading the boy’s name and vital statistics from a profile below the photograph. We were the same age, the same height, within a few pounds of the same weight. Samson Kabarebe. ‘I’ve never heard of him.’

‘I promise that you will – whether he comes or whether he chooses not. The scouts – they say the boy has an arrogance. You have known the type, yes? You have seen it before, of course. All of the best, they believe in themselves. Like the best, he wants to play.’

The manager spoke English with zest, pausing for emphasis, weighing words in his mouth like treats.

‘If he’s so good, why’s he barely playing for them?’ I asked, pointing out the bold six in Samson’s appearance stats.

‘Come now,’ the manager said incredulously, allowing himself a sly smile. ‘We both know why! In this game, it is luxury to take the risk on such a young player! This manager at Monaco, you know him, yes? You know his, how-you-say, pedigree? He does not need this risk, you see? He likes his job very much and wishes to keep it. But for me, for this club: I am forced to take risks. This is our reality. If the owner says we cannot buy, we cannot buy. So, we beg for loans and we look to the academy for stars like you.’

I had been part of the club since I was nine years old, captaining our youth teams at every level. I grew up a ten-minute walk from the stadium, with our players postering my bedroom walls – players who had since actively distanced themselves from what the club had become. Amid an injury crisis last season, the manager had brought me into the first team, pushing and favouring me to the point that I had been accused by the squad of being a teacher’s pet.

‘So, I suppose I’m a big risk too?’ I huffed, shifting back in my seat. ‘Even if you trusted me with the ten shirt?’

‘But of course! You are my favourite risk! My proudest risk! Last season, I trust you with this shirt because only you understand what it means. You know every legend who has worn this number. You have sung their names! And look at us now – another season in the greatest league! This is why it must be you to speak on our behalf.’

Pushing the laptop further towards me, the manager stood from his desk, buttoning his suit jacket.

‘Speak with this boy, this Samson. You must say what it is like here. How it is different. How it is better. In Monaco, there are no real fans. Just the rich, you know? The wealthy and the impatient. They fight for nothing. You must tell Samson of our history. Sell the tradition of this place, this city! Tell of the way our players are worshipped.’

‘Okay,’ I said, hesitant. ‘When do you want me to do this then?’

‘I will call him now.’

‘Now?’

‘Yes, now,’ the manager said, already unlocking his phone. ‘Today, he expects this call. Is this a problem?’

‘I mean, no, but . . . shouldn’t we rehearse it or something?’

‘It must be now. He is on his way to speak with others. His agent – if we wait, the agent will become – how-you-say . . . ’

Leaning back on his heels, L’oracolo paused, rolling his finger like a reel, winding in the words.

‘Inside his head, you know? You have your papa to agent for you, but you know how this is for the others. The influence of these agents. They will force what is best for their pockets. There is a lot of money for this boy, you know? We must sell ourselves on the fight. We offer him our stage to perform, our voices to sing.’

The phone was already ringing as L’oracolo handed it to me. I angled myself away from his gaze, fixing my eyes on the laptop screen, upon Samson’s photograph. When he answered, I introduced myself in a damp rush, launching into an elegy on the club, our past glories, our unrivalled resilience. Without pausing for breath, I enthusiastically listed off whichever positives came to my mind: our brilliant catering, our superb medical staff, the great dressing-room banter, our loyal fans. I emphasised that the Premier League was a war, all about power and endurance.

Before I left space for Samson to ask any questions, the phone was taken back out of my sweaty hand. The manager spoke briefly, even finding time to laugh, but the call seemed to end without a neat conclusion. I apologised, wiping my hand on my thigh, but L’oracolo assured me that I had done well. That it was exactly what he had envisioned.
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There was a buzz among the squad. The latest Football Manager video game rated Samson at 184 out of a possible 200 on their Potential stat. I’d sought out videos of Samson on the internet, sharing them in the team chat. Collectively, we’d developed an impression of his skills.

On our third day in camp, Samson flew to Doha, chaperoned by his agent. Pausing from our drills, we watched on as he approached the training pitch, greeted by L’oracolo. The manager clasped Samson’s hand in both his own, shaking gratefully.

‘Where’s this one from then?’ asked our kit man, handing me a water bottle.

‘Monaco,’ I said, observing as Samson removed his sunglasses, hanging them from the collar of his sharp, white polo shirt. While his agent and the manager laughed and slapped each other affectionately on the back, Samson shifted his weight from foot to foot like an impatient child, glancing over to us, to the pitch.

‘No, I mean, where’s he properly from?’

‘Oh, I think he’s played for the French Under-19s, but the gaffer says his family’s from Rwanda.’

‘Where the fuck’s Rew-ander?’

From what we’d gathered, the deal was confirmed, and Samson would be joining us on a season-long loan, playing in his natural position as a centre forward. The same position as me.

Bert, our newly appointed club captain, imposed himself beside me to grab the bottle from my hand and spray it over his head. The arid desert heat had already scalded him a tender, gammon pink.

‘You ready to put this fooker in his place then?’ Bert said, wiping off his face and grabbing my shoulder, squeezing firmly. ‘He’s here for your spot, you know?’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘So what’re you gonna do about it?’

‘Whatever the gaffer asks me to do, I guess.’

‘You guess? You guess, do ya?’ Bert said, his grip tightening. ‘You’ll have to do a lot better than fookin’ guess if your man’s as canny as they reckon.’

‘What am I supposed to do?’ I asked, twisting free.

Bert leered in Samson’s direction. ‘You’ve got to show him who’s boss, doncha? Put a hard one in on him early.’

‘How’s that going to help?’

‘Here now,’ Bert said, brandishing a finger in my face. ‘Don’t try getting smart with me, laddy. If I’m generous enough to offer advice, that’ll be gospel to you.’

As the manager led Samson and his agent over, we hustled back to our drills. Quick-dash pass and plays, lay-offs and rondos. L’oracolo’s training routines were always varied – they anticipated our boredom, our dips in concentration, rotating through exercises at ten-minute intervals.

‘Boys,’ called the manager from the edge of the impossibly fresh grass, whistling us over like pack animals.

‘This is Samson,’ he said, ushering our new recruit in front of him as we gathered in a crescent, stepping forwards in turn to clap hands with him. Samson smiled warmly, seemingly relaxed.

‘Welcome, big man,’ Bert said, pulling him aggressively into a chest bump. ‘How’s your English?’

‘About as good as his,’ Samson smirked, glancing cheekily over his shoulder to the manager.

Our captain laughed and shoved him backwards. ‘You’ll do nicely. Ah like yas already.’

‘You will remember this one, of course,’ the manager said, as we touched for the first time.

‘Ah,’ Samson said, holding my eyes, ‘L’ambassadeur – enchanté.’

‘Here, what did we just say about English?’ Bert joked.

‘Samson will join training from tomorrow,’ the manager said. ‘For now, you work another twenty minutes, then we finish.’

‘A demain,’ Samson waved, still eyeing the pitch as he walked away. His agent had paced ahead, walking briskly in the direction of the air-conditioned hotel, phone pressed to his ear.

‘Before you go,’ the manager said, casting himself in front of me as the rest of the team jogged back to our drills. ‘There is something you must know. As part of our arrangement, we have given Samson the ten.’

‘What are you talking about? What arrangement?’

‘With Samson. This season, he will have the ten shirt.’

‘Are you serious, gaffer?’

‘It is given. His agent, they insist. You understand, of course?’

‘No I don’t fucking understand, boss. This is bullshit. He’s fucking nobody – I earned that number. I’ve been with this club since I was nine, for fuck’s sake.’

The manager puffed out his cheeks. ‘You are upset, but it is already done. Samson will be the ten. That is my word.’

‘I earned that fucking shirt. You even said so, remember?’

‘My friend, you have earned nothing yet in this club. Understand? Maybe in time, but for now? For now, you have earned nothing. What I said to you was true – you understand why this number is important, so you must also understand why we give the shirt to Samson.’

‘Well,’ I said, stumbling for a rebuttal, ‘we’ll see what the lads have to say. The fans and all! The fans will be on my side.’

‘Your teammates – they will think what I tell them to think. And the fans? What they desire most is hope. Samson is hope. You are known to them, and what they know is all mess. For years, all they know is ugliness.’

‘So, I’m ugly too, yeah?’ I barked.

‘We speak later,’ the manager said calmly, pulling up his waistband and walking off the pitch. ‘Thank you for this understanding.’

‘This is bullshit,’ I shouted after him, hearing the squall of petulance in my own voice.
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Through my childhood, we couldn’t afford to attend many games, so any visit to the stadium was a major treat, an occasion to be savoured. We would arrive two hours before kick-off, carried through the wait by the club’s emotionally charged and bass-heavy pre-match playlist. By my side, my father clapped along, tapping out an anxious, discordant rhythm with his work boots.

I loved being there, singing our club songs, the din growing as the ground filled, anticipation rising, our voices swelling in one familiar tongue, roaring the names of our heroes in that hallowed temple, embracing an identity larger than our differences. I keenly felt the responsibility of being a good fan, the pressure to play my part, to influence from a distance, to fill the space between us and them.

Dad preferred to sit in the North Stand, where we could watch the players emerge from the tunnel, their faces intimately familiar even from sixty metres. No matter how badly we were getting beaten, Dad never left a game before the full-time whistle. We paid good money for those tickets, and we’d get our full value. All he demanded in return for his devotion was effort – for the players to apply themselves. To play for the badge.

Once it became clear that I was a genuine prospect, Dad acted as both my biggest champion and fiercest critic. After one particularly comprehensive thrashing by the Liverpool Under-15 squad, on the drive home, I announced my decision to pack it in, telling him that I’d never be good enough, that I’d never be able to match their level. My father remained silent, refusing to deliver any platitudes or reassurances. He let me wallow in self-pity until dinner, then asked me what we were going to do to prepare for the next game.

For years, my best performances always came when Dad was in attendance. Those special occasions when he could skip work or slip away early from the construction yard. Under the scrutiny of my father, I kept my elbows in and my mouth shut. Scoring in front of Dad was all the sweeter, for he recounted my goals to the rest of the family with richly embellished detail, making ordinary strikes sound quite miraculous.

‘You should have heard it, Lolly – his connection on that ball, so sweet it sung. Eighteen yards out, twisting and catching it on the volley. He couldn’t have placed it better if he’d used his hands.’

That evening, I spoke with my father over the phone.

‘He can’t do this, Dad. You need to call and get on to him.’

‘Sounds like it’s too late though, son.’

‘Bollocks, is it! You’re my agent – you’re supposed to have my back on this stuff.’

‘I’m also a fan of the club, and I know that sometimes you’ve got to put the team first. Come on, lad. Don’t go on being a petty shite about it. No one’ll thank you for it. Put some faith in the gaffer. He’s been around the block. He knows how to play these things a lot better than we do. You’ve fought for your place before, and you’ll do it again.’

‘It’s not about my place though, it’s about respect. He’s mugging me off. It was my fucking number.’

‘All right, son. How about this? We’ll hold off until the game on Tuesday, then see how you feel. If you’re still all fired up, I’ll try to have a word.’

‘But—’

‘Just wait a few days, all right? That’s all I’m asking.’

‘Fine. Whatever,’ I said, fighting the temptation to hang up dramatically. I took a long, deliberate breath – loud enough for Dad to take note. ‘What’s the news on my house?’

Purchased last season, shortly after L’oracolo brought me into the squad, I had agreed to a twenty-five-year mortgage on a property in the suburbs of our city – a commitment that could potentially outlast my playing career. The house was quaint – red brick and picketed, a garden large enough for goal posts. The interior was in the process of being renovated to my specifications. Or, more accurately, to my mother’s specifications. I’d given her licence to live out her interior-design fantasies, albeit on a conservative budget.

‘Your mam’s been over there all day. She’s getting herself in a state, faffing and fussing. The poor decorators. You know how she gets.’

‘But will it be ready before the start of the season? The gaffer’s always saying we need a stable environment to rest in.’

‘It’ll be ready when it’s ready. Worst comes to worst, you have to live with your old mam and dad for a few weeks longer.’

‘Great.’

‘I know you like the idea of your freedom, son, but trust me, it’s nothing but hassle.’

‘All right. Thanks, Dad. Speak to you soon.’

‘Love you, son. We’re proud of you.’
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