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Preface

As a boy, I knew a man called Mr. Roberts. He was a bastard. Also, his house blew up, and I was happy about it. It made the national news. GAS EXPLOSION DESTROYS HOUSE IN GLASGOW, SCOTLAND. Karma: Mr. Roberts had paid the price for his biased refereeing.
My team of ten-year-olds was playing against his son’s team. I was team coach, team captain, and loudmouth. We were born from the takings at numerous garage sales. We had trawled the neighborhood asking grannies and mums to donate any old junk to the cause of building our neighborhood team. Finally, we’d raised enough money to buy soccer uniforms with a Glasgow crest weaved into the chest. The city’s bizarre emblem of the bird that never flew, the tree that never grew, the bell that never rang, and the fish that never swam was stitched proudly above our hearts. Before each game we would hold our uniforms to our mouths and kiss them passionately.
“We’ll die for this,” I yelled, and the team unanimously agreed.
This was the way we played our soccer. It was more important than life or death.
The game against Roberts’s squad began with travesty and ended worse. Mr. Roberts himself had decided to referee the game when the neutral selection had failed to show. From the kickoff, it was obvious he was favoring his son’s team. My cursing and swearing were well known but on this fateful night they reached new heavens. With fifteen minutes left in the game, and the score tied at zero–zero, I made a brilliant sliding tackle to deny his team a goal-scoring opportunity. Roberts blew his whistle shrilly and reached for his red card.
“Off!” he bawled into my face, his spittle forming at the mouth like on a rabid dog.
“Fuck off,” I screamed.
But he was a foot taller, an adult, and had me by the scruff of the neck. I struggled free, pulled off my uniform, and threw it in his face, whereupon he stamped it into the mud; the bird that never sang was obliterated by muck. I picked it up, kissed the badge, and walked off. My team was burning with fury. Minutes later, we scored the greatest goal never seen by most of mankind.
Mr. Roberts wasn’t done, and somehow awarded his son’s team an undeserved penalty kick in the last minute of the game. Despite a valiant attempt by our goalkeeper, the enemy scored to tie. As we left the field, heading back to our neighborhood, I turned and yelled at Mr. Roberts, “One day you’ll fucking pay for this!”
Three years later, he returned home from work and found his house scattered across the street. The curse had worked, even though the bastard hadn’t been home when the explosion happened. I vowed then to take the magical elixir of curses into my armory for the future.
I knew I would need them.
 
Three decades later, thousands of miles from the cold fields of Glasgow, a strong sun whipped the back of a Saturday morning in a suburb near San Francisco. Here I was, the new assistant coach to the Dragons, a team of under-nine suburban kids setting out for the first time on the field of dreams. The head coach was a guy called Mahmoud, an Iranian who had escaped the rotten mullahs of Eye-Ran. Both our sons were on the team. The winds of history had plopped an Iranian and a Scot in the golden California suburbs, our paths crossed at the junction of the soccer field.
And now on that very field I was listening to a soccer referee issue a warning. He was dressed in coward’s yellow. “Last year a fistfight broke out between parents and coaches. The police were called and arrests were made. You must remain in control. Safety and order are the top priorities for the league. You will be banned from coaching if there is any trouble.”
I looked at the car park and wondered which car was his. Must be the Volvo, I thought. Safety first.
“No fatwas against the referee,” I said to Mahmoud. We came from nations with long traditions of kicking balls until it hurt.


A Note to the Reader

Some names and identities have been changed to protect the guilty. A little timing manipulation helped the flow of the story, and some conversations were sharpened. That said, it’s time for kickoff.


THE FIRST

HALF



CHAPTER 1
Mac Allah

San Francisco apartments had been home for a decade but now my urban living was over. No more listening to the neighbor chop a line of cocaine on her coffee table in the apartment above. No more enduring the freak vacuuming below me at three a.m. No more suffering the exercising lump of blubber next door shaking my bed at six a.m. as she sweated to Richard Simmons tapes.
I was past it. I was ready to be suburban.
My job was still in the city, though. Five days a week, I earned my crust pouring drinks in a bar in a badass neighborhood where the homeless camped, the abusers fiddled, the destitute wandered, and the glamorous street prostitutes in their tight-fitting dresses did their best to hide their Adam’s apples and bollocks. Moving to the suburbs was my escape from this American horror show. My family had space, a mortgage, a healthy lawn, a view of the hills, and a lavatory that did not share smells with a neighbor across the air shaft. Garage sales happened, and gardeners clipped bushes. There were block parties. The local police handed out trading cards of themselves in their uniforms. The fire station had an annual pancake breakfast for the kids. There was a smile in the street, and when people said hello to you, they were not asking for a quarter.
My realtor had said, “Now you’re living in the suburbs, what are you going to do to contribute to your suburban community?”
“I’m going to run for mayor and I am going to win,” I replied.
“Maybe you should try something else first,” she said. “Get to know people, see how they live out here, what they like, what’s important to them. Maybe you should coach little league or something. That’s a good place to start.”
“That’s a good idea. Little league,” I said, sensing that it was perhaps the perfect opportunity for me to find my peace in the multicultural suburban jigsaw.
Little league coaching got you a medal for volunteering in suburban America. Americans valued the coach like they valued massacring turkeys in November. There was Madden at Oakland, Paterno at Penn State, Torre at the Yankees, Jackson at the Bulls: legends all. They made men of boys. When they walked down Main Street, people simply referred to them as Coach.
Now it was my turn: I was going to help fashion the Dragons into a winning team. I was going to instill in them the virtues of victory. That was the American way. That was also my way. The parents would admire me and say, He’s got what it takes. The social campaign would be off to a good start with a winning season and many handshakes. It would be a solid first step toward the mayor’s office.
I looked to my past for inspiration, coaches I’d known as a kid in Scotland. A beast came to mind. Mr. Gibson ran his team like a guard taking care of prisoners at Abu Ghraib. He used a weapon of humiliation called the Crook. During a game, I’d be running full speed down the sideline chasing the ball. Without warning, my head would be mostly sheared off by Gibson’s crook. I’d collapse on the sideline gasping for air. Gibson would give me a poke with his toe to check that I wasn’t dead.
“You’re finished today, son,” he’d whisper in my ear, the good shepherd that he was.
In a nation of men with shriveled chests and puny shoulders, Gibson was the anomaly, the rank opposite. He was the Arnold Schwarzenegger of Scotland. He had steel sinews that caged his abdomen. A disciplined mustache sat on his lip, each hair iron rigid. He was fond of saying to kids,
“You’re fucking shite.”
The only loss Coach Gibson experienced was his stomach. Rumor had it that cancer gnawed it to the bone, ate his muscles like cereal, and put him in a box.
There was no funeral. He just disappeared.
 
A paperboy on a bicycle delivered the paper to my new home. I picked up my mail from my old-fashioned mailbox nailed to a post with a decorative bird on top that looked like a cuckoo. Offers from companies selling hardwood floors, house insurance, new windows, foundation strapping in the event of an earthquake, and gardening businesses that would keep the homestead spick-and-span. The sky was big; the sun bathed in its bath of blue. The sidewalks were clean, my lawn green. I breathed in the fresh air of the day. But the morning headlines spoiled my eggs Benedict—
REFEREE ATTACKED BY PARENT
DAD KILLS DAD AT KIDS’ GAME
SOCCER MOM THROWS SOY LATTE IN COACH’S FACE
The day didn’t get any better—just getting to the field for the first practice of the Dragons’ season pushed my rage gauge to Saudi summer temperatures. Traffic had been a blocked coronary artery, making the cartilage in my knee ache from continually depressing the clutch and shifting gears. The citizenry sat in blocked lanes for hours after standing in line at the post office, supermarket, ATM, the vending machine. It was as if the late Soviet Union had willed its famous lines to American freedom. Waiting was for Communists! No wonder the nation was burning fury faster than a barrel of crude. And then we took our kids to little league.
When I finally arrived, my first order of business was to bond with Coach Mahmoud. We were each a leg in the coaching pants, and we were strangers. We spun balls on our feet trying to impress each other with our skills. I fired some shots at the goal. Mahmoud kept the ball in the air with his head, then dropped it to his feet and fired a cannonball shot high over the crossbar and into the street, where it smashed off what looked like a Lexus.
Eventually we stopped, and simply stood with our arms folded. A plane flew over. I watched its trail for a minute, transfixed. Finally, I spoke.
“Winning is everything,” I said, “especially in America. This isn’t the place to be a loser. What do you think, Mahmoud?”
“Yes,” he replied.
Was he conversationalist of the year, or what? I managed to get out of him that he was a computer guy, tech heavy, educated, a man who understood day trading. His wardrobe shrieked JCPenney. And because he was bearded, Middle Eastern, dark-skinned, and dressed in the camouflage of Dockers, the sentinels of the war on terror inevitably selected him from the line at airport security.
“They pick me out,” he said.
“It’s the pants,” I said. “Very suspect.”
He didn’t find that funny. The war on Dockers was lethal.
Obviously, slacks were not going to be the stitch that bonded us together. A shared historical sporting moment between our nations offered a better shot at getting off on the right track. Soccer in revolutionary Iran had suffered greatly under the ayatollahs. Besides hurting sales of Bic razors, the revolution scorned the spontaneous emotions that thrived in soccer stadiums. The singing of secular soccer chants at games in Iran was discouraged. New songs were invented: Death to America! Death to Israel! Death to the Infidel! Death to Overuse of the Back Pass!
But before all this hatred, before the munch of cancer swallowed his peacock throne, the Shah’s last stand at preserving the credibility of his corrupt regime had centered around the 1978 soccer World Cup Finals in Argentina. The Shah’s generous and humble nature was best exemplified in the rumor that he was offering a brand-new Rolls-Royce to any player who scored a goal during the tournament. The team was to be given a large sum of money if they could win a match. If they miraculously won the World Cup, the Shah would arrange for heavenly intervention and sort them out with an eternal supply of virgins and many riches for their families.
Iran had never previously qualified for the World Cup Finals. In Las Vegas they were considered 1,000-to-1 outsiders to win the Cup. In the first round of the tournament, they were drawn against Scotland, a team composed of limited talent, alcoholics, and dental disasters.
The entire Scottish nation believed we would win the World Cup and be the greatest country in the world. My mum pulled down a dusty globe and pointed to this strange country called Iran. There it was, way down in the hot parts, near the camels that were printed on the Arabian Peninsula.
“Easy meat. We’ll beat them,” said the Scotland team coach, chewing on his bacon sandwich hours before the match. The media were confident that European civilization could crush any team from the sandpit. Only a few members of the press corps noticed the trash receptacles from the Scotland team’s hotel bar overflowing with the drained empties of every liquor bottle that the hotel possessed.
On the day of the match, Ayatollah Khomeini was in exile in his Paris apartment plotting the end of shaving. My mum moved a mountain of laundry to her feet, and set up her ironing board altar in front of the TV. My brother and I drank soda filled with enough sugar to rot dentures. We jumped on the sofa, screaming, “Scotland! Scotland!” until burps laid us out.
The whole nation tuned in, as did much of the rest of the universe. It was the World Cup, after all, the greatest sporting spectacle on the planet. Meanwhile, in the dressing rooms of the stadium in Argentina, Scottish players rubbed their temples and swallowed extra-strength aspirin by the handful. This was it—the clash of civilizations. Iran versus Scotland; Farsi versus Farcical.
Scotland scored first. Or more accurately, Iran scored an own goal. We were grateful, as the Scotland team seemed to be incapable of standing up and threading two passes together. Several of the players looked as if they were still drunk from the night before, and those who seemed more alert had a hair-of-the-dog look about them. The game dragged on like a severe hangover. With the score at one–zero and the game clock ticking down, I prayed that the superior European inebriates would escape with a victory through the proverbial back door. Then, Iran’s #10 gathered the ball, sped through the hangovers, waltzed through the wrecked Scottish defense, and struck the ball under the stumbling goalkeeper into the back of the net.
My mum burned a shirt from the shock. I could hear the engine start on a new Rolls-Royce. Virgins across Iran trembled. Back at the World Cup, with only seconds to go in the game, the Scottish people and the world witnessed the national team collapse into volleys of bitter recrimination. Players pointed and yelled at each other, Fuck you, and Fuck off. The Scottish team coach placed his head in his hands as the referee blew the final whistle. Cemented in the national consciousness was the spit and hatred that rained down on the team from the Scotland fans who had mortgaged their homes to take the bus to Argentina.
My brother and I were so filled with disgust that we immediately converted to Islam.
“A-llah! A-llah! A-llah!” we shouted in our Scottish brogues, the Ayatollah unaware in his fancy Paris apartment that the Islamic Revolution was breaking out in Bonnie Scotland. My mother quietly stopped ironing and slapped my sibling on the butt with a clog. Me she ignored.
The day after the match, when newspapers were calling for public execution of the Scotland team, we learned the Iranian #10’s name: Daniafard. He’d become the first Iranian to score a goal for his country in the World Cup Finals.
“Do you remember Argentina 1978,” I said to Mahmoud in the bonding moment, “and that player number ten…?”
“Daniafard,” he said, with a huge fucking grin. So we stood united by the name of an obscure Iranian soccer player who may or may not have made it out of Iran with his new Rolls-Royce.


CHAPTER 2
The Kickoff

My son was now ready to embark on his soccer journey. Since he was a baby, I had showered him in the game. His pajamas were covered in soccer balls, he had sat with me and watched hours of it on television, he had learned to shout mindless invective at the screen, he had heard all my childhood anecdotes of soccer adventure, and he could sport a Scottish accent when it came to cheering for Scotland. Best of all, he didn’t like England.
Every dad dreamed of the glory of the son. I had high hopes for mine. One day he would lift the World Cup for the United States. It would be the proudest day of my life, sitting in the best box seats at the stadium for the World Cup Final, surrounded by the retired legends of the game. Pelé would shake my hand; Maradona would offer me a line of powder; Cruyff would do his turn for me; Éric Cantona would headbutt me, but lovingly. The television would air a soft-focus feature on me as the reason for my boy’s greatness. Jim Nantz would be wet-eyed during the halftime break.
But for now, it was a wet Sunday afternoon. I was standing outside the local school auditorium in a long line of suburban parents keen to get Junior started in little league soccer, it being the healthy alternative to Harry Potter addiction and/or drug abuse. The line was moving like a slug stuck in a sea of salt. The registrars required triplicate copies of birth certificates, health insurance cards, inoculations, and evidence of shin guard ownership. Oh, and parental details.
“This is worse than the post office,” I said to the man behind me.
“Worse than waiting at immigration,” he replied.
“Now, that is bad,” I said. “I waited in the wrong line for four hours to get an appointment for a citizenship test, and then I had to come back the next day and wait another four hours in the correct line.”
“Did you pass the test?” he asked.
“Nearly. I got all the questions about America right. The hard stuff, like what is the capital and who the fuck was George Washington? All that rubbish. But when it came to the last question, I failed.”
“What was it?”
“Have you ever been arrested for a crime?”
“And?”
He squinted his eyes and looked at me closely. Children were running around.
“I told them the truth. I got done for selling alcohol to a minor.”
Here, the guy took a small step backward. I ignored this and continued.
“Now I want to coach little league. I figured I could bring my soccer background from Scotland and help steer a team to victory. And it will help me bond with my son. I want him to grow up and be a professional soccer player.”
The man was still squinting at me, and I was afraid I’d said something wrong. So I said, “What about you?”
“I work for the league,” he whispered, and walked away.
Okeydokey.
My one incident of youth corruption happened during the soccer World Cup Finals in 1998. Blinded by TV coverage of a game that brought back memories of my childhood—a game in which the imperialist United States was beaten two–one by the now-even-more-rabid Iran—I heard a voice in the crowd shout out a fateful word: “Budweiser!” Without looking, I snapped the cap, handed over the bottle, and then watched as three police officers marched behind the bar, pulled out their badges, and said, “You are under arrest for selling alcohol to a minor.” Standing on the other side of the bar was the plant, an Asian kid wearing a wire, who looked to be at least twenty-one. He had the bottle of Budweiser in his hand; he was smiling. Photographing, fingerprinting, processing me on the spot, the cops slapped down the court date and my boss showed me the red card and sent me home.
At the trial, the cops produced the wire, and the photograph of the corrupted youth. The judge asked, “How old is this young man?”
“Eighteen,” said a cop.
“Eight-een?” repeated the judge, slowly, staring down at me with black-hatted contempt.
I hung my head in shame.
The bar got a $10,000 fine, and was closed for a month. I handed the State of California $800, reduced from $1,500, after I thanked the arresting police officer for pointing out to me the importance of keeping Budweiser out of the hands of America’s youth. (He was right—for a start, it tastes like piss.)
When I finally became the head of the snake at the sign-up, I saw the league guy floating around among the volunteers behind the tables. I tried to smile at him but it came off as a weird sneer. I would not have been surprised if he’d rooted out my application and ended my coaching career before it started, disqualified for being a convicted corrupter of American youth.
No such luck. They handed me my registration. The die was cast.
The next step was to purchase the team uniform, the shorts, the socks, the shin guards, and the cleats. I was an Adidas man all the way; I had to have the three stripes. The choice of cleats, especially, was an important moment in any sporting life. Pulling on your cleats for a match was a precious moment, one that laced itself in the memory. Tying up the tongue, checking the studs, listening to the clatter of boots on the changing room floor. The stomach would flutter. The game beckoned. These were your magic boots that delivered speed. They were the leather that whacked winning shots at goal. And they were guards that protected you from the hack of another. I still had mine, worn through and battle scarred, from childhood. I would be buried with them.
My son was staring at the choices.
“Go for the Adidas,” I said.
“No. I want the Puma.”
“The Puma? Wrong choice.”
“I don’t care. I want the Puma.”
He got the Adidas.
 
Eventually, the day of the first game arrived. I got up early and had my prematch breakfast. I told my son he needed to eat a lot of protein and iron before playing, so we downed yogurt, juice, eggs, and a pint of Guinness. The gear was gathered and we headed off.
I drove to the field in my rotted ’94 Mazda, unsafe at any speed. My son was crimson with embarrassment at the state of my car, especially when he saw his teammates arrive in the unmistakable rumble of the apocalypse—an army of new Suburbans and Explorers. All the little Dragons emerged looking swell in their new team uniforms: bright yellow tops with sky blue shorts, together giving the impression of a fantastic sunshine vacation; and if you squinted hard enough, they all turned green. Fancy, expensive kangaroo-leather cleats protected small toes, the bulging shin guards looked like casts. Gallons of Evian water were unloaded; organic oranges were cut open.
I said to a parent standing next to me, “You know that fancy French water? It comes from a toilet in Paris. They pretend it’s from the Alps. Have you ever used a French toilet in a railway station? It’s a hole in the ground. I got my foot stuck in one once and I had to get rescued. I didn’t know the word for ‘help.’ Took ages to get me free. And they didn’t have a toilet roll—thought I was in a third-world bog, to be honest.”
“Can I help you?” he said.
“Er…I’m the team coach, the assistant.” I stuck out my hand.
“Nice to meet you,” he said, shaking my hand then wiping his on his jacket.
I looked up and the parents had gathered, ready to rah-rah-rah! This was the start of their children’s participation in sports, a mandatory chapter in any parenting book of good standing. It was healthy, a building block for their children’s social development. And I was partly responsible for nurturing it.
The first whistle of the season approached.
Mahmoud and I gathered our warriors.
Listen up!
We went over the game plan—play wide, cut inside, and mark up. As Mahmoud laid out the tactics, his words sunk like a body in quicksand. The players were not listening. Where were the Q-tips?
“I’m bringing wax remover to the next game,” I told Mahmoud. “If that doesn’t work, we’ll drill holes.”
He ignored me.
We went into the huddle and I gave the chant.
“One, two, three, four! Let them hear the Dragons roar! Who are ya?”
“The Dragons!”
“We’re flying beasts!” I shouted. “Let’s burn them alive, lads!”
Scorching human flesh may have been inappropriate as a motivational image for kids but soccer was serious business. It was a ruthless game. Toughness was vital.
I called up Tarzan. I beat my chest.
“Ah-a-ah—A-ahh—aha.”
“What was that?” said Manny, one of our defenders.
“Tarzan,” I said, “Don’t you get Tarzan over here in America?”
“That doesn’t sound like Tarzan,” he replied, snuffling his snot. “That just sounds weird.”
The boy had called me weird. I made an entry in my mental notebook. Watch this cheeky wee bastard.
And then, we were off and “running.”
THE SPORTING GREEN
DRAGONS MAULED IN GAME 1
Opening day for the Dragons, and tomorrow can’t come quick enough. This first performance was soccer psoriasis at its worst and that’s only scratching the surface. Within ten minutes, the Dragons were losing by five goals. Their opponents swarmed them like locusts devouring Africa. Drake, the Dragons’ goalie, would pick the ball out of the net twelve times by the end of the match.
The Dragons’ defense vanished like light in a black hole. Jonathan, the left back, looked like a potted plant and played like one. Manny, the sweeper, persistently booted the ball toward his own goal in what seemed like a case of soccer suicide. His coaches yelled at him to stop; he answered with a blank stare. Sam, playing right defense, trundled with his arms stitched to his sides. Maybe his batteries needed changing. At the postgame press conference, Assistant Coach Black suggested that he have a lightning rod attached to his head in the hope that God would strike some electricity into him. The midfielders
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