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The calm before the storm

Bust-up yes, never said fight. Bust-up means argument.

If there was one moment (well, two moments, about three years apart) to justify a quarter-century obsession with every moving part of the football language machine, it would be two national newspapers’ football correspondents arguing with their followers about the exact definition of a ‘bust-up’, leading one of them to tweet:

‘A “bust-up”... is a physical/verbal confrontation (there wasn’t one). A “fallout”, as the headline says, can be when one party is unhappy with another. The story is 100 PER CENT accurate.’

It’s now 10 years since the publication of Football Clichés, an overview of the written, spoken and physical codes of what it managed to avoid calling ‘the beautiful game’. Once that book had mapped the landscape, the Football Clichés podcast was launched in 2020 and has been happily drilling down into it ever since. But now, with the delusional confidence one can only derive from being the only person in the world who really cares about something, it’s time to go even further: the first ever attempt to comprehensively govern the language of football.

The podcast’s self-styled, self-appointed Adjudication Panel (but not ‘so-called’, because that actually is its name) has sought out and ‘ruled’ on countless suspected infringements – both glaring and microscopic – of football’s linguistic laws.

These inevitably niche rulings have included the precise parameters within which it’s acceptable to say a footballer has ‘broken their silence’ (it’s complicated), whether headers can be ‘lashed’ (anatomically impossible), whether a penalty shootout could ever be described as ‘late drama’ (truly abhorrent), a club’s statement referring to another club as an ‘outfit’ (wrong, but in quite a cool way), how many games make a ‘bumper’ day of Premier League action (a minimum of eight) and just how big a deficit qualifies as ‘a mountain to climb’ (certainly not Liverpool going 1-0 down at home to Wolves in the third minute, Sky Sports.)

Call it a gimmick, but don’t call it an act: my desire to codify football’s unique language is founded in a deep affection for it. I care as much about its nebulous grey areas as I do for its unfolding micro-crises, such as whether ‘free kick’ should be hyphenated (it shouldn’t, there’s no reason to, stop hyphenating it) or the seemingly deliberate, provocative declarations in YouTube titles of highlights of 6-1 wins as ‘a seven-goal thriller’.

We have all helped to build this beast, now it’s time to contain it. And there are promising signs that those paid to talk and write about football are ready to confront the conventions and decide if they’re fit for purpose. Roy Keane semi-seriously challenging Micah Richards on describing himself as having ‘burst onto the scene’ as a young defender is the greatest piece of football punditry this century1.

‘I wonder when that became the international signal for somebody needing to come off,’ Graeme Le Saux openly pondered to Peter Drury one Saturday afternoon on NBC’s Premier League coverage. ‘That “rolling your hands above your head” movement – have you got any knowledge on that?’ Oh, we’re all the Football Clichés podcast now.

Extra Time Beckons, Penalties Loom is the most natural of successors to the first book. The language of football is richer (and more ridiculous) than any other area of discourse – honestly, it’s not even close – and it’s spiralling out of control. Ten years ago, I wrote that the coverage of football was at saturation point. We’re way beyond that now.

But this isn’t just about using the right words in the right place at the right time. The coverage of football – in print, online, social media, radio, television, casual conversation, group chats, that magical moment of connection with a taxi driver on holiday – is propped up by its patterns, habits and (until now unspecified) conventions. Those have formed some subconsciously adhered-to rules – let’s not call them ‘laws’, it’s not that deep2 – that govern everything from long reads to managerial press conferences.

There’s beauty in the banality of how football wearily drags itself up for another round of daily hyperbole. In fact, it’s a triumph. How do we all do it? This book will be exactly as pedantic as it sounds in finding out.



 

__________

1. ‘I burst onto the scene, didn’t I, and—’, Richards began, the start of a cautionary tale of a young player believing their own hype. Keane barely controlled a grin throughout this monologue, before leaping in. ‘Did you burst onto the scene?’

‘You don’t remember my header against Villa, d’you not remember that?!’

‘Very few defenders burst onto the scene.’

‘Well, hold on: I played for England at 18, youngest ever defender to play for England … I would say that’s “bursting onto the scene”.’ What better analysis of football’s finer intricacies could there ever be?

2. It is that deep. Welcome in. Sorry in advance about the footnotes, there are absolutely loads of these.
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The rise of wryness

It is the quietly dominant tone of football commentary in the 2020s.

The emergence of truly harmless football semi-sarcasm must surely be linked to the density of coverage; perhaps we truly are ‘running out of superlatives’ at the elite reaches of the game. Or maybe there’s a semblance of self-awareness at play here; when Paolo Maldini1 pops up in the stands during a Champions League game, is it a bit basic, to say ‘Paolo Maldini there… he was a brilliant defender’?

The five standard options for wry understatement – in an attempt to add a sliver of distance between oneself and the star-struck obvious – each have their special uses, but can still be confidently ranked in terms of their wryness.

•   ‘The small matter of...’: Most commonly deployed for an upcoming fixture (either for one of the teams currently being commentated on or for the broadcaster you’re watching) of a magnitude ranging from ‘city derby’ to ‘the World Cup final’.

•   ‘A man who knows a thing or two about…’: Perfect for both reasonably relevant famous faces spotted in the stands and TV pundits hand-picked for a particular fixture. The specialist subjects here aren’t traditionally too niche – ‘putting the ball in the back of the net’ or simply ‘this fixture’ – but quicker-witted commentators may often find themselves having to mould the grand CV of a Hollywood actor or superstar singer’s discography around whatever on-pitch scenario is unfolding in front of them.2

•   ‘Not a bad player, was he?’: Pfft, he could play a bit! They could do with him out there! Has he brought his boots?!

•   ‘A certain player by the name of X’: Essentially the human, retrospective form of the ‘small matter’, a sickeningly overegged form of wryness for when a past event happens to have prominently featured someone of sudden relevance for this very moment (the more famous the name, the wryer it gets.) The only way this ultra-wryness can be made more wry is with the addition of…

•   ‘Whatever happened to him?’: Pure wry, the wryest thing football could ever muster. We all know what happened to him, he carried on being Wayne Rooney for the next 20 years.





‘...for my sins.’

A conversational device that was, for far too long, taken for granted in our everyday exchanges, let alone in a football context.

‘For my sins’ (used primarily at the end of a sentence, rather than to preface a declaration, when it can lose its impact somewhat) flies the flag for low-key football-fan self-deprecation. But its subtext has become diluted, dispersed among the 92 league clubs and beyond: not every team’s fanbase is eligible to deploy a ‘for my sins’ when saying who they support.

The implication, of course, is that your allegiance has been imposed upon you, you are long-suffering, you are a hardy soul, that you support this team because ‘someone has to!!!’ and that, almost at DNA level, they ‘never make it easy for ourselves!’/‘never do things the easy way!’

‘For my sins’ has also emerged as a fundamental element in the introductory chats of approximately 60 per cent of TV game show contestants, either when they declare the football team they force themselves to suffer with for 90 minutes each weekend, or the traditionally unpopular industry they’ve been working as a middle manager in for the last 20 years. There’s even a mandatory tone in its delivery: part apologetic, part beside themselves that they’re uttering the secret password to unlock fleeting daytime-TV fame.

Laid on thick enough, the ‘for my sins’ sentiment becomes such a cross to bear that it almost becomes a boast: supporting this club is more interesting to talk about than supporting your club. And we should never underestimate the extent to which the act of finding out which team someone supports3 underpins the entire practice of football small talk.

Anyway, the criteria for being a for-my-sinsy club are tricky to codify, but we should try. They can’t have won a trophy in the last five years, they must have even a slight reputation for habitually imploding on or off the pitch, they may well be a sleeping giant or ‘in the doldrums’, but they must also have a big enough fanbase for the long-suffering aspect to have any credibility. In summary, then:

‘For my sins’: Everton, Aston Villa, Newcastle United, Leeds United, Blackburn Rovers, Watford, Sunderland, Coventry City, Ipswich Town, Birmingham City, Middlesbrough, West Bromwich Albion, and many others.

Not ‘for my sins’: Manchester City, Liverpool, Arsenal, Chelsea, Real Madrid, Barcelona, etc., you get the gist.



In and around

A Townsendian triumph, the runaway success of the Peak Punditry era, the ultimate lubricant for the football-chat machine at every level. Any situation can lend itself to an in-and-arounding, even ones where it would be impossible to be ‘in’ and/or ‘around’ something.

It’s geographical, it’s spatial, it’s temporal, it’s conceptual, literal, physical, visceral and entirely irresistible: you can be in and around the Champions League places, have teams in and around you in the league table, get in and around the opposition’s midfield string-puller, give away cheap fouls in and around the penalty area, be a good presence in and around the camp or simply be in and around football long enough to know things. You’re in and around this book.

There’s nothing this phrase’s inseparable pairing cannot add some wafer-thin context to. It’s a marvel.



The language of league positions

Our refusal to accept that only the final league table really matters has led to a set of labels to suit any team in any league position, expected or otherwise, at any point of the season.

•    Champions This is very straightforward: you can be league champions, but you can’t be cup champions. You can be European or world champions, conceptually, but not champions of the actual tournaments that got you there. You absolutely cannot be an FA Cup champion.
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•    Pacesetters: Acceptable until the end of January at the latest, this is a vital word in the unfolding saga of a league season, and can be used for any team who have led the way after a handful of games onwards. There is no specified points margin to be a pacesetter (the larger, the better) and any league leaders – surprise or not – are eligible.

•    There or thereabouts: This is where most teams would hope to be and, indeed, where some of them are often predicted to be ‘come the end of the season’ (or, more to the point, April/May, for the run-in).

You might think this is a deliberately imprecise location, a hedging of bets, but you’d be wrong: the ‘thereabouts’ is as important in this construct as the ‘there’. ‘Thereabouts’ is a platform to fall back on, putting you within striking distance of the teams currently occupying ‘there’, and there are two particularly fitting scenarios for this: the promotion mix (or ‘shake-up’, essentially the same vibe as ‘there or thereabouts’ for Football League outfits) or, in the Premier League, either the title race/top four or the top seven/European places.

And that’s why ‘thereabouts’, in particular, isn’t an objective. It’s a base camp for the final push to the fruits of your league-season labour. Finally, ‘there or thereabouts’ is never used for the wrong end of the table, but it would be a maverick, avant-garde choice for someone brave enough to take it on: ‘I fear for Brentford; if they don’t address those issues, I think they might end up there or thereabouts come May.’

•    High-flying: A relative term, dictated largely by its traditional use for an upstart who is threatening to ‘gatecrash’ the top six (top eight at a push, if we’re talking about a serious, newly promoted surprise package). Calling a perennial title challenger ‘high-flying’ is not at all encouraged, even if they’re top of the league.

•    Newly promoted: All promoted teams (or most commonly ‘sides’ here, for some reason) can be described as ‘newly promoted’ (even if they’re overfamiliar faces who have bounced straight back up from being relegated) until January, after which they switch to simply ‘promoted’.

•    Strugglers: A loose term for any lower-half non-entities, which does not necessarily require them to be in the relegation places (which they may well get ‘sucked into’ anyway). Strugglers and languishers are classified as being the most high-risk when it comes to ‘sleepwalking towards relegation’, the traditional culmination of high-level mismanagement and general complacency.

•    Lowly: More applicable in a pan-divisional context and, therefore, to describe a non-league opponent in the FA Cup, no matter how high-flying they may be in their own league table.

•    Languishing: There are only three places one can languish in football: in mid-table or below (preferably if the team in question are massively underperforming), in a lower division or, for an individual player, in the reserves.

You cannot languish in a four-team group of a cup competition, for two reasons: 1) there isn’t enough space to languish in and 2) languishing is a medium-to-long-term position, you have to have been languishing for several months.

•    Rooted: Teams find themselves ‘rooted’ (ideally ‘firmly’, although this doesn’t add a great deal of extra context) to the bottom of the table, and it must be the very bottom: you can’t be rooted in the relegation zone. This is a medium-term status, so we should be careful not to declare a team rooted to the bottom of the table in September. Roots take time.

•    Mired: This, however, can be used for any of the relegation places, although, once again, it takes at least a few months for any mire to establish itself.

•    Basement boys: One of the most gloriously unnecessary football terms, even by the standards of the tabloids’ alliteration merchants. It’s a flippant, bouncy compounding of the misery of a team sitting bottom of a league table (but not a group table, no four-team format can justifiably claim to have a basement).

Of course, nobody has ever said ‘basement boys’ out loud, it’s mostly a drive-by label thrown into some weekend preview copy: in-form [Team X] travel to basement boys [Team Y]. One particularly unacceptable instance of it appeared on the English-language X account4 of Bundesliga side Hoffenheim, announcing that midfielder Lukas Rupp had left to join ‘Premier League basement boys’ Norwich City.

There is an outside chance that the phrase originates from Baltimore house DJs The Basement Boys, who failed to live up to their name by reaching the dizzy heights of No 71 in the UK charts with ‘Is It Love?’ (feat. Ultra Naté) in 1991, falling to No 84 a week later, still 16 places from the singles-chart equivalent of rock bottom.

Sealing

The following things can be sealed:

•    Hat-tricks, if you don’t want to say ‘completed’.

•    Wins or ‘all three points’ by virtue of scoring a goal to put your team two ahead with less than 10 minutes to go (or a third goal with less than 15 minutes to go). A draw or a point is just not impressive enough to be sealed.

•    The title, if then mathematically certain.

•    Their place in the next round.

•    A move (usually by the buying club but a player can seal their own transfer for headline purposes).

•    Their fate (relegation only: see the following entry for further detail on this).

In a scoreline context, sealing is essentially synonymous with ‘clinching’ and ‘wrapping up’: all of them can safely represent the act of scoring a late-ish goal that ‘puts a game to bed’ – oh, that too – in a routine 2-0, 3-0 or 3-1 win.

Fate-sealing

The only fate that can be sealed is that of relegation, mathematically so, via either a decisive goal or the result of a match.

Fate-sealing cannot be a positive act but there are more neutral possibilities: a Nyon auditorium’s worth of European club executives appear, year after year with their little wry smiles and scribbled notes, to ‘await’, be ‘set to learn’ and then, finally, ‘learn’ their Champions League/Europa League/Conference League fate. Just how fateful it is to find yourself with a tricky trip to Bodø/Glimt is neither here nor there: all European competition ties are, on paper at least, fate.

A comprehensive guide to ‘the basics’

Part of the football manager’s PR armoury – and not just at the top level – is the ‘honest assessment’, the post-match-interview equivalent of getting out in front of the story. There are many ways for a manager to own a comprehensive defeat, most of which tend to be vague laments for the work ethic, spirit or savvy of their team.

Somewhere in the mid-range of the honest-assessment toolkit is the bemoaning of the players abandoning ‘the basics’ – a largely unspecified, but heavily implied, set of fundamentals needed to ‘compete at this level’.

The basics – or, at least, our most confident estimation of them – are a mixture of old-school values, self-contained in-game tasks and professional-level expectations. But they aren’t necessarily the simplest, easiest things5 and, oddly, don’t seem to involve anything related to attacking or scoring. The list of the ultimate basics is as follows:

•    Being first to the ball: A classically Sounessian requirement, often conspicuous by its total failure (‘they were second to the ball all afternoon’), and the embodiment of starting right and, as the man himself would put it, being ‘at it’.

•    Not switching off: A general directive, most crucial at opposition short corners and quick free kicks.

•    Tracking your man: A perfect blend of concentration and commitment, both key principles of the basics.

A tour of football’s departments

The eternally unspecified footballing ‘departments’ are most commonly cited by studio pundits in the context of a comprehensive victory/defeat: ‘They were just better/second best in all departments today.’

The implication here is that the ‘departments’ are related to ‘the basics’, but with a wider definition beyond the professional minimum. It also evokes the now immortal and bafflingly undeleted tweet from Manchester United’s official account in December 2013, a brutal paraphrasing of their soon-to-be-beleaguered manager: ‘David Moyes says #mufc must improve in a number of areas, including passing, creating chances and defending.’

When pondering football’s departments, two competing theories quickly emerge: are they the fundamental, general responsibilities of a team or do they relate more to the sub-units of a team (defence, midfield, attack)? Or, dare we suggest, is it a bit of both?

The strictly positional approach is certainly less evocative of the intangibles required to be a winning team. It also opens the door to departments such as the ‘goalscoring department’ or the more literal ‘goalkeeping department’ (where teams prefer to be ‘well-stocked’), which have little claim to be part of football’s true departments.

The crashed/dumped differential: How to exit a cup competition

‘Crashing out’ is the most severe of all competition exits, characterised as much by the status of the exiting team as it is by the manner of their defeat: holders and favourites are most susceptible to crashing out. A good World Cup crashing-out should happen in the group stages or any knockout stage before the semi-finals, a domestic crashing-out should happen before the quarter-finals. The implied drama of crashing out should also encompass a humiliating scoreline and/or the loss of a team’s heads as the game unravels around them.

Being ‘dumped out’ is a more damning description, less of a spectacle than crashing out but with greater humiliation. A Premier League side going out of the FA Cup away at a League One outfit (ideally a physical one) would be a textbook dumping-out. The international tournament equivalent is to be ‘sent packing’.

There is at least a modicum of dignity to ‘bowing out’, which covers everything from being comfortably outclassed over two legs to some unfancied upstarts seeing their cup journey come to an end.

At the more damning end of the scale, there’s ‘going out with a whimper’, which works best in Europe when an English team fails to deliver on the implied threat of ‘getting them back to [English Stadium X]’ to turn around a narrow first-leg deficit.

How to secure your passage

Neatly, there are a similar number of ways to progress in a cup competition as there are to exit one. ‘Progressing’ represents the neutral point of the scale of prevailing in a knockout competition, while ‘booked their place’ (which increases in relevance with every round before coming into its own between a semi-final and final) and ‘securing safe passage’ offer subtle, extra implications of businesslike navigation into the next round.

Cup opposition can be ‘dispatched’, which suggests a degree of ease, but more emphatic progressions (though only for those expected to do so) are denoted by ‘marching into’ the next round. Early rounds of cup competitions, in which fuss-minimising is paramount, are ideally ‘cruised’ or ‘eased’ into.

One foot in the [next stage of a competition]

A very precise state of affairs (see also: one hand on a trophy), reflecting an element of comfort in a scoreline but without being overcommitted to the forecast (one foot/hand is, after all, only 50 per cent of the maximum number of hands, assuming – as we really should – that the phrase relates to a single representative pair of feet/hands rather than all 11, plus the manager’s).

Other variables can affect this fine balance (most significantly, the respective sizes/fortunes of the two clubs involved in a match) but the sweetest spot of having ‘one foot in the next round’ would be to be 2-0 up before the 75th minute of a one-off knockout game.

Two-legged ties are slightly more complicated, given home/away dynamics and the lingering threat of a second-leg comeback, but a two-goal advantage going into a home leg (or a three-goal advantage before an away trip) represents the ideal one-foot-in-the-next-round conditions.

Hands on trophies broadly follow the same logic (being 2-0 up in a final, for example) but they can also be a more medium-term declaration: a team could have one hand on a league title with enough of a points cushion at the tail-end of the season.

Great escapes: how to beat the drop in memorable style

A particularly Premier League preoccupation, so much so that it’s almost surprising that the phrase ‘great escape’ hasn’t itself been trademarked by the Premier League for the purposes of commemorating a champagne-soaked Bryan Robson or a towering header from David Wetherall.

No criteria have ever been explicitly laid down for a Premier League great escape (although you suspect the concept will have become more tenuous over time regardless). However, all such acts of ‘beating the drop’ tend to satisfy at least two of the following:

•    Being bottom at Christmas: A symbolic waypoint, albeit widely accepted (give or take a fixture or two) as the halfway point of the season6. While this ought to be an immovable prerequisite for a great escape, it has not been strictly applied.

•    A new-manager bounce: A fairly established routine of old manager being politely axed, the hastily appointed firefighter7 having one game to gauge ‘the size of the task on their hands’ as they watch a 2-0 defeat from the stands (while a caretaker called Keith, with an incredibly forgettable face, presides over the one and only Premier League game of their career), a relatively instant upturn in form (including one statement home win over a top-four hopeful whose fans rue the fact they had to play this lot after the galvanisation process had begun, essentially undermining the integrity of the competition but in the most legal way possible), before a slight regression to the mean keeps things interesting.

•    Safety secured within the last two fixtures: Great escapes do not exclusively have to be completed in the final game, and the ancient art form of pitch invasions are no longer beholden to the last day of the season either. But any mathematical safety from relegation secured with more than one game remaining cannot be a canonical ‘great escape’. Thoughts then turn to whether the interim manager will extend their stay.8

Plucky

Pluckiness is roughly 40 per cent about the resolve a team shows in their mismatched cup tie and 60 per cent about how many rungs further down the league ladder they are than the opposition.

For true pluckiness, there should be at least two divisions between the favourites and the underdogs (declaring the number of league places that separates the two sides should not be done under a 40-rung threshold, below which it just isn’t remarkable enough).

Pluckiness is not permitted in league football, nor may it be applied to an individual player. Plucky international sides can exist, in theory (and the FIFA rankings may be deployed if the two nations are more than 50 places apart) but this should be considered predominantly the domain of the FA Cup. The League Cup may also indulge in pluckiness if the criteria above are satisfied, regardless of whether the nominally bigger club have fielded a weakened side.

Things in football defined exclusively by their absence

The renowned lexicographer, etymologist and Countdown stalwart Susie Dent has frequently expressed her affection for the English language’s so-called ‘lost positives’ – words such as couth, gormful, ruthful and ept that have somehow been killed off by their pessimistic siblings.

One-programme woman Dent might be similarly intrigued by football’s equivalents of the dominant ‘orphaned negatives’, which are so entrenched that using their direct opposites would be jarring in the extreme.

We start with a borderline case: games that ‘won’t live long in the memory’ (a Saturday lunchtime 0-0 on TNT Sports, possibly at the London Stadium, where a Jarrod Bowen curler from the edge of the box is the closest either side comes to breaking the deadest of locks). Only a truly famous win – more on which in a moment – can promise to ‘live long in the memory’ of the celebrating fans.

A more clear-cut case involves players not ‘covering themselves in glory’, usually by going down in theatrical fashion to either win a penalty or get someone sent off (but there can also be a collective glory-covering failure after a poor performance). No player has ever succeeded in covering themselves in glory, despite football’s insistence on making ‘one of the most decorated’ a usable set of words for a player with a substantial medal collection.

Similarly, players never ‘pull up trees’ (even when they’re ‘tearing it up’) or ‘set the world alight’ and no player has ever been officially declared ‘a slouch’ (we tend to prefer the more diplomatic ‘not the quickest’).

A famous win

An innocuous-sounding phrase but one that could be – and routinely is – undercooked. But what counts as a ‘famous win’?

The relative fame of a famous win is not just permanent, it is confidently declared the moment it becomes official (or, in many cases, as it unfolds and looks a distinct possibility) and defined by one crucial factor: a smaller team beating a big one.

It’s a milder, more accessible form of a giantkilling (whose definition is more clear-cut: a team beating one from a higher division in a cup competition). This lower bar, to clarify, means that all giantkillings qualify immediately as famous wins.

But we often see famous wins in the league – and this is where the slackness has crept in. If you’re in the same division as the team you’ve just beaten, some special criteria should apply:

•    You should be in your first three seasons since being promoted to that division. (This requirement could be relaxed if the win is a proper doing-over and/or defies a considerable perceived clash of playing styles.)

•    The fame of the win needs to be a true, wide fame (however fleeting that might be in the news cycle) and not just an afternoon/evening the victorious fans will remember forever.

•    Optionally, the winning team hadn’t beaten the opposition for a minimum of 20 years or 35 meetings (or 20 visits to that stadium).

Bursting into life

Two things in football can ‘burst into life’: games and major international tournaments.

An opening goal (after a quiet start) isn’t mandatory for a game to burst into life; a flurry of chances – some woodwork struck, maybe – could certainly meet the threshold, at least in the eyes of a Soccer Saturday observer.

For a World Cup or European Championship9 to burst into life, there needs to have been at least three low-scoring games or routine wins (across at least the first two days) before the urgent need for life to be burst into can be identified. That bursting traditionally manifests itself in a pulsating five-goal thriller (ideally between two geographically distinct nations) but could also be triggered by an upset of proportions similar to Argentina 1-2 Saudi Arabia, World Cup 2022.

There is a parallel tournament phenomenon to life-bursting, one that relies more on tradition and assumption rather than circumstance: the belief that a World Cup has never truly started until Brazil take the field. No other nation is even close to claiming this semi-mythical status, especially since FIFA have dictated since 2006 that the host nation (and theoretically the most fervently-supported nation) should play the opening game. To clarify: the ‘World Cup has never truly started until Brazil take the field’ rule would not apply if Brazil are playing in the opening game.

Kickstarting

No research has ever been conducted into the success rate of planned kickstarts of clubs’ seasons10 or players’ careers but the voracious appetite for them suggests it cannot be high. Kickstarting is mooted more out of hope than expectation, an impending false dawn dressed up as an opportunity.

Players look to kickstart their careers11 – possibly on loan amid new surroundings – after a failed big-money move or two that followed a period of substantial promise. Meanwhile, clubs tend to be out to kickstart their campaigns, after some stuttering form, with a winnable-looking home game against nominally weaker opposition.

You can have multiple attempts at kickstarting your career/season, but the process has historically suffered from diminishing returns. In a player’s case, after several abortive kickstarts, ambitions may be downgraded to wanting to ‘enjoy my football’.

In ascending order of damage, the ways a title bid can be harmed

As the business end of the season kicks in, we must be vigilant in monitoring the health of the title contenders’ hopes/dreams/chances/title bids.

The entries on the list below depend on a combination of mathematics and amateur psychology that determines the severity of a title-race setback.

•    Hit: The most versatile of all title-hope damage, because it can be used at any point in the season, even before a title race has fully formed itself. An early-season injury to a key player would be a textbook hit to title hopes.

•    Dented: A result-dependent, post-Christmas impact, albeit far from fatal. To declare a denting of a team’s title hopes is to hedge one’s bets: they could easily recover from here. A dent can be temporary, it can be fixed.

•    Dealt a blow: This refers more to an injury in a key position but is again not considered to have a decisive effect on their ultimate title chances. Unless it’s a ‘hammer blow’– a serious injury, say, or a high-profile defeat–which casts serious doubt on their title credentials.

•    Derailed: Derailings (equivalent to




The memory of the streets





Injury-hit/injury crisis




Things in football that have to be ‘faced’








‘Yeah, no, as I say, I was aiming for a contribution towards world peace and thankfully it’s gone in.’



















Leaving everything (or nothing) out there





Things ‘they say’ in football







Makeshifting




Stuff






Top drawer




‘...in [Club X] colours’


Giants




That [night/goal/pass]




The denominations of credit







Dress rehearsal



Momentum




Ground vs stadium




Fortress




Cauldron



Cathedrals of football






Bowels






The Battle of [Venue X]






An ominous picture of a corner flag







The short trip to…


Tough place to go29









Happy hunting ground



Balmy and barmy




The fans as ‘the 12th man’




Fearing the worst


The precise circumstances in which you will be rhetorically challenged to try to tell a set of fans that the FA Cup doesn’t matter



Cup finals





Breath of fresh air







Wholesale changes





Firesales and clearouts




(The) game’s gone
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