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         MATTHEW WAS LATE. THEN he nearly always is. A fixed time means nothing to him. We had agreed to meet at my work at 3 p.m. and it’s now a quarter past. I eventually caught sight of him meandering up the road. He waved. I crossed the road and we hugged. He didn’t apologise for being late because he doesn’t think being fifteen minutes late counts as being late.
         

         ‘What do you reckon?’ I asked.

         ‘We’re going to win,’ he said firmly. I smiled. Matthew is the only Spurs fan I know who has never lost the romantic optimism that we are going to win every game we play. Despite decades of evidence to the contrary.

         ‘I’m not so sure.’ I never am. Not least when the stakes are so high. That evening we were playing Manchester City at Eastlands. A win would secure us a place in the Champions League for the first time ever. A draw meant we would almost certainly have to win our last game of the season at Burnley. Defeat would almost guarantee City took the Champions League spot. If ever there was a game you would put money on Spurs to lose, it was this one.

         While the rest of the country had been concentrating on the following day’s general election, I had been thinking about why I was going to so much trouble to get home at about 3 a.m. on a Thursday morning after spending the best part of eight hours driving to Manchester and back, just to suffer the heartbreak of yet another crushing disappointment. And to fork out the best part of £100 in tickets, petrol and dodgy burgers for the pleasure.

         I knew it was pointless. There was nothing I could do to affect the outcome. No one would care if I went or not. I could just as easily watch the game on TV. Tomorrow would come and Spurs would have lost, drawn or won. Just as they were always going to. Yet I couldn’t not go. An action’s inherent futility has never been a great deterrent to me. And for all the doubts – make that near certainties – that we were going to screw up, I couldn’t shake off the niggling feeling of how good it would feel if we won and I was there. Or to reflect my negativity more accurately: how bad it would feel if we won and I wasn’t there.

         Not that this was how I ever envisaged our trip to Manchester back in March when I got the tickets, as the match was originally scheduled for early April. But Spurs found themselves with an FA Cup semi-final against a second-rate Portsmouth side – a game we naturally contrived to lose – and the game was put back to May, turning what promised to be merely an interesting fixture in the battle for fourth place in the Premier League table into a shoot-out for the Champions League.

         First we had to get there, though, which was by no means a certainty as my car had been trying to kill me for the last three months. It had developed an intermittent habit of suddenly losing power the moment I hit an open stretch of road, making me a sitting target for any lorry that had been tailgating me. The garage had advised me not to drive it but that wasn’t an option. The train was expensive, and even if we did fork out there was no chance of getting back in time for work the next day. And Matthew didn’t drive.

         He didn’t even speak that much for long periods of time – ‘I’m too tired, John. It’s the twins, they’re only two’ – but I’ve kind of got used to that by now, as we’ve been on more of these idiot awaydays to distant football grounds than I care to remember, so I know what to expect. He may not sound it but he is very good company, especially when you get him on his pet subjects of the worst Tottenham sides of the 1990s and his misfortune at once having to spend an afternoon with Gerry Francis. He is also the only person I have ever met whose favourite band is American soft-rockers, Journey. He even had one of their songs played at his wedding, thereby ruining the occasion for everyone but himself.

         After flirting with death along the early miles of the M1 as the car repeatedly slowed itself down from 70 mph to about 30 mph in next to no time, the journey became less nail-biting after Luton, and somewhere around Birmingham the talk turned back to the game.

         ‘Do you still reckon we’ll win?’ I asked. Matthew’s confidence usually begins to crack a little the closer we get to the ground.

         ‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘We’ll definitely win. Or draw.’

         We then moved on to the team. Would Ledley’s knee last? Is Crouchie useless? I said he was, Matthew gave him the benefit of the doubt. ‘He’s not as crap as he looks,’ he said, gnomically. The conversation petered out; we were both too nervous to speak, and I was trying to figure out why the satnav was taking us past Old Trafford when the directions on the website suggested we should be coming into the city from a completely different direction.

         No matter. We made it to the ground by 7 p.m. and bought a programme. Well, I did. I collect them.

         ‘Maybe you should buy two,’ he said. ‘If we win, you’ll probably be able to flog the second at a profit on eBay.’ He was taking the piss so I ignored him, though the same thought had occurred to me. But I didn’t want to tempt fate.

         Most City fans I know can’t stand their new ground at Eastlands; they reckon it’s too impersonal and pine for Maine Road. But I rather like it. You can see OK, and the away fans aren’t corralled into a dump as at so many grounds. City fans also share Spurs’ sense of resignation and despair. Like us, they’ve been patronised by their more successful neighbours for years and suffered season after season of crushed expectations. Also like us, they seem to take a masochistic pleasure in it; now that the club’s new owners had shown they were intent on buying in the glory, they were more miserable than ever, caught between wanting everything to change and everything to stay the same.

         ‘You’ll do us tonight,’ said one City fan we passed on the way in.

         ‘I wouldn’t count on it,’ I replied. We both laughed.

         But one of us had to be wrong. Tonight was the night when one team had to cast off – if only for one game – its reputation for screwing things up when it really mattered. Strangely, thrillingly and miraculously, it was us. Right from the kick-off, we were unrecognizable from the Spurs team that so often turned out on these occasions. We weren’t overawed, we looked as if we knew what we were doing and no one made idiotic mistakes. Nor did we lose heart when we had a goal disallowed.

         ‘My mate says it definitely shouldn’t have been ruled out,’ said a bloke standing nearby, with a mobile clamped to his ear. Mates on the phone always say that disallowed Spurs goals shouldn’t have been disallowed.

         At half-time I looked around the ground. Not one of the 47,370 fans in the ground seemed to be enjoying themselves. There was just too much riding on the game for it to be anything other than a slow form of torture. I feared the worst, as it’s almost unheard of for Spurs to string together a polished performance for two consecutive halves. Surely it was too much to expect a repeat?

         Apparently not. If anything, we were better. I wasn’t that bothered we hadn’t scored. I’d have taken 0-0 before the game, and I’d have taken it now. Anything but lose. We could clinch qualification at the weekend. Crouch had other ideas. All night he’d been playing like an England international rather than the uncoordinated giraffe that so often shows up in a Spurs shirt, and with eight minutes to go he headed in a deflected cross right in front of us. Ecstasy. Strangers who would normally avoid each other joined in a collective embrace. For a moment nothing else mattered. My family, my friends, my work: all were forgotten in an instant of pure joy.

         There was still time left to mess up as self-destruction is a long-standing tradition, but no one seemed to have told that to the City fans who made their way to the exit long before the final whistle; more curiously, no one seemed to have told the Spurs team who played out time without even hinting they were going to give it all away. It was over. We’d won, and qualified for Europe. Unbelievable.

         I didn’t quite know what to say. Neither did Matthew. So we said nothing. Instead, we joined in with the rest of the Spurs fans who didn’t really know what to say either, singing the same fairly mindless chants – ‘We are Champions League, I said, We are Champions League’, ‘We’re all going on a European Tour’ – over and over again. It was a peculiarly disembodied experience. I knew I was there, I knew we’d won and I knew there was nowhere else I’d rather be. But it just didn’t feel real. I was used to being the City fan, going home moaning. I could deal with the failure. Success was just weird.

         It felt like slipping through a wormhole into a new identity. Over the years, I’d got used to us winning the odd cup every now and again, but ever since shed-loads of cash had been poured into football in the early 1990s, we’d never been one of the Big Four who got to swagger about Europe in the Champions League. And in a way, it had been quite a safe place to be. Talking a good game but seldom having to play one. Pretending the UEFA Cup was really just as exciting as the Champions League.

         But now we were on top of the heap, looking down, and I was feeling anxious. Having wanted something for so long, I was terrified it would be taken away. If you’ve never had something you never have to experience the loss. You only have to imagine it. Which is somehow better. I was also worried about what it would mean if we did keep on winning, because then the club might change character. Did I really want to be one of those fans who were relaxed about winning. Where was the enjoyment in that? Succeed or fail, either way it felt as if I was probably going to lose.

         The perfect day continued perfectly. For some reason the satnav decided to direct us out of Manchester the way it was meant to take us in.

         ‘I’ve always said Crouchie was a god,’ I said.

         ‘I know you have,’ Matthew replied.

         Then Matthew did what he always does on the way home. He fell asleep, so it was just me and the World Service for the last 100 miles or so. Inevitably he woke up just as we got back to London.

         ‘Great game,’ he said.

         ‘The best.’

         Well, the best since I last felt like this. Only, these feelings were becoming more frequent. We had always been able to lose in style. Now, it looked as if we might even be able to win in style. How would I cope? I’d find out soon enough. Maybe I’d get used to it quite easily. I should try and enjoy it as best I could, as Spurs were bound to let me down sooner or later. They always do. That’s the whole point of them.

         ‘See you next season.’
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